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ABSTRACT 
 
 
While it is a matter of general agreement that teachers’ expectations of their students have a 
large effect on both their academic outcomes and their personal well-being, there is still a 
degree of ambiguity about what high expectations really are, and how educators create high 
expectations in their schools and classrooms.  This research analyses the discourses of a small 
group of teachers from diverse backgrounds in both individual and group interactions, 
seeking to understand how teachers make sense of ‘high expectations,’ and attempts to gain 
insight into how this concept is implemented by teachers who have undergone specific 
training in its creation and preservation. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 
1.1 Background   
  When I was a young teacher, I was assigned to a class of Year 10 boys who were 
universally accepted by the teachers at the school to be ‘the difficult kids’. In fact, it was 
probably more than mere coincidence that these children all ended up in the same class. In 
any case, new to the school and relatively new to the profession, my Head of Department 
simply asked me to ‘do my best.’ 
  Many of the boys were hardened by both their complex family lives and the 
complexity of the area they lived in, including their experiences in local schools, and each 
also bore more than the requisite smear of teenage rebellion about them. Over the course of 
the first three months, however, through a robust and honest sharing of mutual interests and 
hobbies, our relationship grew to be one of cautious respect and optimism.  
  At the beginning of the second term, I gave my students a reading assignment – Of 
Mice and Men, a task that was met with general grumbling and then outright hostility. This 
was mostly a defence – the majority of the children in this class could not read beyond a 
primary school level. This fact, though, was always carefully hidden behind a mask of 
adolescent bravado.  
  I resolved to be innovative in my approach. I told the class that one of the simple 
pleasures of the world was having someone read you a story, and thus took it upon myself to 
read the entire tale, cover to cover, to them. It took four hour long lessons, inter-dispersed 
with breaks for me to gush at them over how Steinbeck was a literary genius, how the novel 
introduced the responsibilities that come with friendship, and how betrayal can simply be 
interpreted as a matter of perspective.  
  When I was finished and the fourth lesson over, one of the boys in my class, Jamie, 
lingered behind after the class filed out.  
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  “You know sir,” he said. “That was the first book I have ever read.” 
  “Really?” I asked. “Well done mate.” 
   “And you know, sir, I don’t have to tell people the first book I read was Dr. Seuss or 
Where’s Wally, the first book I read was a masterpiece of modern literature,” he said, semi-
consciously quoting me from several lessons before. 
  I eschewed common teaching practice and gave him a big hug. It did not matter to 
him that it was I, in fact, who had read the book. He realised that he had developed a 
connection with literature for the first time in his life, and that he liked the feeling that gave 
him.  
    The next few weeks were a blur of scholarship for this young man. He contributed 
broadly to class discussions, where once he had been withdrawn and disengaged. He stayed 
behind to discuss particular passages or unpack key characters. He took notes and read 
articles on the book, all so he could engage better with Steinbeck’s work.  
  At the end of the unit, the students were required to write an essay about the themes of 
the novel. The marking was to be moderated, and though the teacher who marked his work 
commented that it was a marked improvement on previous efforts, his written expression was 
too underdeveloped. He did not manage to pass the task.  
  At the end of the class, I pulled an obviously distraught Jamie aside. “This grade 
doesn’t reflect what you know or how hard you’ve worked. It’s meaningless in the context of 
what you’ve done here. You read a book this term. It was a masterpiece. That’s the truth.” 
  I wish I could say that Jamie’s academic life turned around from that point, but it 
would not be true. His brilliance and connection to Steinbeck was an intense flash in the pan 
that sparked his curiosity and imagination, but then quickly died back down. I still find 
myself thinking of this event from time to time and wondering how it relates to and impacted 
upon my own expectations as a teacher. Perhaps it was wrong to read the entire novel to the 
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class, giving them an inflated sense of their own ability. Perhaps Jamie should have had more 
realistic expectations of himself before he went into the exam. Perhaps the school system 
should have had higher expectations of these children in general by the time they arrived in 
my class. I found myself troubled that I seemed to be part of a system which claimed to have 
high expectations for all students, but then used our own personal rhetoric of high 
expectations to separate children into ‘successes’ and ‘failures’. My experience with Jamie, 
and myriad other children in my teaching career, showed me that there was more to learning 
than this simple binary. Through conversations with my colleagues, students, and other 
interested parties who had never worked in education, I came to realise that ‘high 
expectations’, while clearly articulated by each of the parties, was easily problematized and 
criticized. If high expectations were about academic achievement, how did we show those not 
academically inclined we had high expectations of them? If high expectations were deeply 
personal, what use is standardised testing? If standardised testing separates students who can 
from students who cannot, what are high expectations for those students who ‘cannot’? 
   While there seems to be general agreement that high expectations of students are 
essential for their continued development (Rubie-Davies, 2006) it became painfully obvious 
to me that a clearer understanding of what high expectations are, how they are created by 
teachers in our schools and learning institutions, and how competing discourses exist in this 
space is sorely needed if we are to continue the mantra of education being about high 
expectations for all students.  
1.1.2 High expectations – two differing approaches 
  In the literature and educational discourse, there exist primarily two schools of 
thought about high expectations. Firstly, there are those who see them as primarily a 
performance agenda. These people are interested in academic and attendance outcomes and 
little else. To advocates of this thinking, all efforts from educators should be measured 
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against how successful they have been in improving data in these two key metrics, and the 
academic success of the student is the most important thing when communicating high 
expectations.  
  In our current educational climate, it is these voices and these approaches that are 
privileged (McCallum & Waller 2013; Schwab, 2013; Volante, 2004). Numerous programs 
have been funded by successive governments to address education outcomes based upon the 
assumption that attendance plus engagement equals positive outcomes (See for example the 
educational experiments with Direct Instruction1 in Queensland’s north). This understanding 
of high expectations is easy to understand and simple for non-educators to digest, which goes 
part of the way to describing its popularity in mainstream thought (Vass, 2012). 
  Others perceive high expectations quite differently, as a relational agenda to be 
pursued with students so that they can better engage with the world around them. Approaches 
such as these often come under heavy criticism as ‘soft’ options that do not offer the 
academic rigour needed to have ‘true’ high expectations of children (Archer & Hughes, 2004; 
Pearson, 2011b). Primarily for this reason, approaches that focus on high expectations as a 
relational agenda are rarely given much time in the limelight, and a cursory glance at the 
publicly available professional development calendar for Australian teachers shows that in-
service training seldom focuses on the relational side of teaching (Department of Education 
and Training, 2016). 
  Proponents of the relational view suggest that it is not adequate to see improved 
academic performance of students as the ultimate goal when, as many researchers point out, 
teachers cannot solely solve problems created by external situations like poverty and racism 
(Delpit, 1998; Lee & Burkham, 2002; Lingard et al, 2001). They further suggest that a 
                                                          
1 Direct Instruction is a pedagogical program which focuses on achieving academic outcomes for 
disadvantaged students. A detailed exploration of this program is explored in Section 2.8 
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performance heavy focus naturally leads educators to externalise the problem, seeing 
disadvantaged students as a ‘problem’ that needs to be fixed, rather than honouring the skills, 
opinions, ideas, and ways of being that they bring with them into the classroom. In fact, it 
should be noted that the term ‘disadvantage’ may itself be problematic when discussing these 
issues that are grounded in only a narrow understanding of achievement and desirable 
outcomes. In this thesis, I use the term ‘disadvantage’ as a matter of convenience, while 
interrogating the social mores that place students from diverse socio-economic or cultural 
backgrounds within a framework of deficiency. 
  This idea of a binary between these schools of thought is problematic, however, in 
that it may be that elements of each approach are utilised by practitioners (Ball, 2009; Delpit, 
1988). Often, this debate plays out in public space among leading educational figures and 
politicians, social justice advocates and government officials. While educational policy has 
been reworked many times over the years and particularly in the last ten at both the federal 
and state level due to the Rudd government’s ‘Education Revolution’ (Rudd & Gillard, 2008) 
there is a dearth of research on how teachers working at the ‘coalface’ of education discuss 
and create ‘high expectations.’ This would seem to be a significant research gap, and suggests 
that we need to more meaningfully explore the professional discourse (Gee, 2014) around 
‘high expectations’.  
  While teachers are consistently saturated by media, government, and educational 
policy with the rhetoric of high expectations as a performance agenda (Lingard 2010), there 
are several programs that offer training to educators in understanding high expectations as 
relationships. The training of the Stronger Smarter Institute, The Stronger Smarter Leadership 
Program, has enjoyed positive feedback from participants over a number of years and argues 
for high expectations relationships (2015), an approach that challenges the dominant 
discourse around success and failure by asking teachers to place their students in strength 
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based frames, rather than deficit ones. SSI (2015) argues that through the formation of these 
relationships not only can academic success be achieved, but also students will be equipped 
with other, less quantifiable skills that will help them to successfully take part in society. I 
found my curiosity piqued as to how graduates of this program would understand and discuss 
high expectations. Would the rhetoric of their respective education departments be their 
professional discourse, or would they find the teachings of an intervention program that 
offers a different view more compelling? This curiosity is ultimately what led to the genesis 
of this project. The research is designed to give voice to these educators, and see how the 
‘front line’ educators who have an understanding of both schools of thought discuss and 
construct high expectations.  
  I found that this was a difficult field to navigate, as the participants each had their 
own understanding of high expectations, high expectations relationships, and often used the 
two interchangeably. This complexity is further investigated in chapters 4 and 5. For ease of 
reference, throughout this thesis ‘high expectations’ will be used as a general term, 
encompassing all educational practices that claim to employ high expectations of students, 
while the term ‘high expectations relationships’ will be used exclusively to refer to the 
specificities of how the participants describe, construct, and implement high expectations 
with students, and also to discuss the teachings of the Stronger Smarter Leadership Program.     
1.2 Personal Context 
  This chapter will explore high expectations in the context of national and international 
educational perspectives. As an Indigenous man and researcher, it is important that I 
contextually locate myself within this research (Rigney, 1999; Sarra, 2011). In so doing, I 
begin here with a personal narrative before moving into the purposes and significance of this 
research.  
  I am an only child, born to an Aboriginal mother and Scottish/Irish father. I grew up 
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surrounded by cousins from my mother’s side of the family, all acutely aware and intensely 
proud of our Aboriginal heritage. My maternal grandfather was a descendant of the Yuggera 
people who lived in and around where the southern suburbs of Brisbane now stand. While I 
have a working but limited knowledge of my father’s family, I have always connected most 
strongly with my Aboriginal heritage.  
  As with many Aboriginal people, I was subjected to racism from a young age. Racial 
taunts, well-meaning but decidedly racist epithets, and overt expressions of disbelief in my 
academic ability were the most commonplace, but I was also subject to the kinds of racism 
that are harder to combat. Insinuations that my success was largely because of help from 
white folks; disappointment from school coaches that I did not possess that inherent 
footballing ability that my people are known for; not conforming to a well-established but 
completely constructed Aboriginal stereotype. All of this has had an indelible effect on the 
man I have become.  
  I say this neither defeated nor embittered, empowered or defiant, simply as a 
statement of fact. There is no doubt, however, that this racism galvanised me to prove that I 
was just as worthy and capable as any non-Indigenous person, and that drive still exists in me 
today.  
  Significantly, while a teenager I briefly colluded with negative, low expectations of 
myself as an Aboriginal person, believing some of the diatribe that I was not a ‘real’ 
Aborigine because I did not grow up on a mission, or that I was a leader in the school because 
of a ‘black sympathy vote’. I realise now that that this was at least partly because of the 
discourse around Aboriginality that was very much a part of my schoolmates’ upbringing, 
and also that fostering a positive sense of cultural identity was not high on the agenda of 
either my schoolmates or my teachers.  
  I identify this struggle with my own identity as a critical part of shaping my personal 
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context. I hope that this research uncovers more about these issues of identity that were of 
such critical importance to me growing up. It is my great desire that this research will help 
teachers to support and value other young Aboriginal people coming through the education 
system. 
  Despite dealing with racism on a daily basis, my time at school was generally 
enjoyable, and reflecting on my own experiences and the wonderful educators I had as a 
young man led me to study education at university. It was here that I became frustrated with 
the assumption held by many of my peers that I was either going into primary school 
education or physical education teaching. They simply could not conceive of an Aboriginal 
man teaching Shakespeare or Kerouac. There seemed to be a disabling assumption that black 
educators were for black students or black issues. This is another falsehood that I have spent 
my life trying to ameliorate. 
  In summary, the voice that will communicate the finding of this research is one that 
has struggled with issues of both identity and how perceptions of that identity (both internal 
and external) shape expectations. This makes the research problem explored in the research 
both extremely personal and extremely pertinent.    
1.3 The purpose of this research 
  In this research, I analyse the discourses and espoused practices of educators who 
have been exposed to a wide array of understandings about high expectations to gain further 
insight into what they mean and how they are utilised in an educational context. As I 
previously outlined, while teachers are continually exposed to high expectations as a 
performance agenda, less evident in teacher development are approaches that view high 
expectations as relationships which are built between key stakeholders (Department of 
Education and Training, 2016).  
  For the purposes of analysing the perceptions of informed teachers who have been 
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exposed to a number of different viewpoints, the participants chosen for this study have all 
attended the Stronger Smarter Leadership Program, which offers training in the conception, 
construction, and maintenance of ‘high expectations relationships’ (Stronger Smarter 
Institute, 2015). This training combined with the widely accepted ‘performance based’ 
educational rhetoric around high expectations will make for an interesting discursive field to 
investigate and analyse. 
 The research is largely informed by, among others, the work of Rubie-Davies (Rubie-
Davies 2006, 2007, 2010; Rubie-Davies, Flint & MacDonald, 2012; Rubie-Davies, Hattie & 
Hamilton, 2006) who has contributed a sizable body of research to the knowledge around 
teacher and student expectations, and the way and reasons that some communities’ 
viewpoints have been historically marginalised in schools. Her work in conjunction with 
Hattie and Hamilton (2007), argues that teacher expectations have a large effect on the 
success of students, suggesting that when teachers’ have low expectations of their students (in 
this case, Maori,) they will achieve ‘less successfully’ than their counterparts.  
  The question remains, however, what do we mean by success? If teachers have high 
expectations of students, by which benchmark are we taking that standard? Are the 
assumptions that we are making about the value of what students bring to the classroom 
themselves disabling?  
  It is hoped that through the course of this research answers to the following questions 
will be secured: 
  1) What discourses are used to describe high expectations relationships, and how are 
they explained and understood by informed teachers? 
  2) How do perceptions of high expectations vary between teachers?  
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  3) How do different teachers explain the practical implementation of these 
relationships? 
1.4 Significance and Scope 
 Many researchers (Cresswell, 2014; Rigney, 1999; Silverman, 2010) stress the 
importance of conducting research that is culturally and intellectually meaningful to the 
researcher. As such, I have chosen to focus my analysis on a small sample of teachers who 
have participated in the professional development provided by the Stronger Smarter 
Leadership Program, a program that I have both participated in and delivered as a facilitator, 
and that helped shape my practice as an educator. The program offers one understanding of 
high expectations that I explore later in this chapter, and that helped to inform the interview 
questions. 
  While the tenets of the Stronger Smarter Leadership Program, especially those to do 
with high expectations, are implicitly universal in their application (Stronger Smarter 
Institute, 2015) the historical basis for the existence of the program was a disparity between 
Indigenous and non-Indigenous educational outcomes in Australia. This research, while 
accepting this disparity as an important part of the over-arching narrative, purposefully 
chooses not to engage with the Indigenous/non-Indigenous binary, instead seeking the 
perspectives of educators who have worked in diverse schools and have diverse experiences 
with students. The discourses of the participants certainly involved conversations about 
Aboriginal students and their families, and this formed an important part of the research 
narrative. So while not specifically aimed at Indigenous students or their teachers, I accept 
that much of the work around educational disadvantage (and therefore around high 
expectations) necessarily focuses on Indigenous people and their communities. Further, 
Indigenous people and their communities are key stakeholders in the opined binary between 
performance and relationships that is central to this research.  
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  For example, a large body of research (Bourke et al, 2000; Jensen & Sonnemann, 
2014; Purdie et al, 2000) exists that is generally focused on how to best help Indigenous 
students fit into the system, rather than recognising what Indigenous students may bring with 
them to the learning experience. Approaches such as this, where one way of being is idealised 
and others marginalised means that expectations will be tailored according to a narrow set of 
assumptions about ‘right’ and ‘wrong’. Invariably, these are assumptions that individual 
students have had no part in establishing. 
  As such, initiatives such as Embedding Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
Perspectives in Schooling (EATSIPS), a Queensland state government led attempt to further 
develop students’ knowledge of First People’s histories, knowledge, and cultural practices, 
integration programs for new Australians, and intervention strategies for students from low 
SES areas, while well meaning, may be problematic in their implementation. Researchers 
such as Phillips (2011), and Gorringe et al, (2011) suggest that EATSIPS focuses on the 'have 
nots’ or deficits of Indigenous children and communities. Gorringe et al in particular propose 
that we need initiatives in our classrooms that focus on the strengths of students and teachers, 
rather than coming at education ‘problems’ from deficit models of thinking. They further 
argue that this is not particular to Indigenous children – while acknowledging that they are 
among the most at risk in the current national educational climate (pp4-5). In an international 
context, Lee and Burkham (2002) argue that educational disadvantage still broadly exists in 
the American education system because, through a variety of means, children who are 
perceived to have come from disadvantage are segregated into the worst performing schools. 
We can see, therefore, that a deficit focus among such groups is quite widespread. 
  While in Australia Indigenous students may be most disadvantaged by low 
expectations or deficit thinking (Vass, 2012), there is a growing evidence that genuine 
‘strengths based approaches’ to education (Gorringe et al, 2011) may be broadly applied to 
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all educational contexts, with students from a variety of cultural backgrounds. Furthermore, 
while there have been many studies that have sought the perceptions of teachers on the 
importance of high expectations (Marzano, 2010; Rubie-Davies et al, 2006) research that 
critiques and analyses the discursive underpinnings of the concept is fairly scarce. Analysis of 
the kind undertaken in this project, which focuses on teachers who have been socialised into 
one way of thinking; then undertaken a program that specifically challenges that rhetoric, are 
even rarer. Ultimately, I believe that the significance of my work lies in the deep analysis of 
the perceptions and opinions on high expectations of informed teachers within the classroom. 
  Whether the results from such a small case study can be used to extrapolate 
generalised theories remains a matter of debate (Brannick & Coghlan, 2007). Nevertheless, 
this research may serve as a starting point for a broader research study in the future. 
Possibilities for further research are discussed further in Chapter 3.     
1.5 Good teaching discourses and ‘what works’ 
  Extensive research (Day et al, 2015; Mitchell, 2014; Smyth, 2013; Wilson 2014) is 
currently being undertaken into what pedagogies are useful for Australian students as 
Australia, an affluent and well-resourced country, has performed less well in the Organisation 
for Economic Cooperation and Development rankings in some key areas compared to other 
developed countries (OECD, 2010). There is still a great deal of contention as to what 
actually ‘works’ for learners in schools however, with the performance/relational binary I 
outlined earlier merely one of many points of contention about how best to educate 
Australian children. Training teachers in productive pedagogies has also proved problematic, 
in that there is increasing evidence that teachers are underprepared by university programs for 
the ‘real world’ of teaching (Hanson-Peterson, 2013, Phillips, 2011). Perhaps most 
interestingly for this project is research from Hanson-Peterson that suggests there is a marked 
lack of preparation for teachers to work with the students who are most at risk in our system – 
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those that are disengaged with schooling; from complex, sometimes anti-schooling 
backgrounds; or both (Hanson-Peterson, 2013; Lampert & Burnett, 2012). 
  The contentiousness of Australia’s perceived lack of educational excellence means 
that there is large, very prickly public discourse around what constitutes ‘good teaching’. It 
differs from region to region, school to school, and especially teacher to teacher. What seems 
to be common to all discourses, however, is the asserted importance of high expectations 
(Hattie, 2012; Rubie-Davies et al, 2012; Sarra, 2005).    
  While it is generally accepted by educators that having high expectations is an 
important part of educating all students (Rubie-Davies, 2006, 2010), and that they are 
particularly meaningful and important for children from backgrounds that have been 
historically disadvantaged (Altman, 2009; Lee & Burkham, 2002; Schwab, 2013), there are 
many other interrelated and connected variables that research suggests help to shape the 
discourse. 
  Ben Jensen (2014) at the Grattan Institute points to a need to make time to develop 
teachers’ capabilities as collaborators on student learning and engagement, classroom 
management, and curriculum planning. Jensen argues that the reason the Australian education 
system is ‘failing’ is because of this failure to invest time into quality professional learning 
programs. He argues that a lack of adequate preparation leads to an underprepared and 
underdeveloped teaching corps who cannot be seen as experts in their field, which in turn 
affects public opinion of teachers in the broader community (Jensen & Sonnemann, 2014).  
  Within the majority of cases, the evidence would suggest that the teacher is the single 
most important factor in the individual child’s education, and as such education policies 
should exist to best serve teachers to engender positive outcomes for children (Darling-
Hammond & Bransford, 2007; Ladson-Billings, 1995; Rubie-Davies, 2006). This argument 
itself is contested by others who suggest that individual teachers can only make a difference 
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within schools that have strong direction and solid leadership (Jensen & Sonnemann, 2014; 
Pearson, 2011b) and that teachers alone cannot be blamed for the educational inequities that 
are really the outcome of an unequal social system (Au, 2010; Zeichner & Liston, 1987). 
  Obviously, approaches to creating strong educational policy will differ dramatically 
depending on the discourses of ‘good teaching’ from which they draw. For example, 
proponents of strategies such as Direct Instruction (2014) and Success For All (2012) would 
suggest that good teaching is to deliver prescribed lessons that have been developed in 
consultation with education experts to reflect dominant social and cultural perspectives; “to 
feed the children approved academic diets,” (Kaplan, 1948, p418). In essence, that ‘good 
teaching’ should be ‘teacher proof’ – able to generate positive results for students regardless 
of the teachers’ abilities as an educator. 
   In contrast, scholars such as Sarra (2005), and Sleeter (2001), argue that this reduction 
of the teacher’s role in the classroom to a mere conveyor of content and conduit for high 
stakes testing is highly problematic. In particular, they criticize that within some current 
pedagogical initiatives such as Direct Instruction there is a prescriptive focus on ‘how’ to 
teach that obscures the bigger issue of how teachers create and maintain high expectations 
with their students. (Hammond et al, 2011) 
  Advocates of repetition, rote learning, and frequent standardised testing, such as those 
used by Direct Instruction and Success For All, claim to achieve success in literacy and 
numeracy outcomes through a seemingly scientific method as though things such as culture, 
social class and context do not matter. In fact, some theorists would argue that these 
pedagogical strategies themselves are built on low expectations of students (Johnston & 
Hayes, 2008; Robinson, 2009,) and assert that a return to educational basics, to the near 
complete exclusion of teaching context or critical analysis, can only result in a curriculum 
that does not allow students to adequately explore and interact with the world around them 
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(Robinson and Aronica, 2015).   
  A different approach to improving student learning is to improve teachers’ capacity to 
build strong, positive relationships within the school context (Hart et al, 2012; Kaplan, 1948; 
Robinson, 2009). These relationships are seen by their advocates as the basis for developing 
meaningful, honourable expectations of children, separate from the expectations that are 
derived as a result of standardised testing and pre-conceived notions of culture (Sleeter, 2001, 
2010). Proponents of these views (Sarra, 2005; Thompson & Harbaugh, 2013; Volante, 2004) 
do not argue that testing does not help teachers to understand their students better, but rather 
that it only paints a very small part of the picture, and should be treated as a tool for learning, 
rather than the goal. 
  SSI (2015) asserts that proficiency in high expectations relationships is dependent on 
a variety of factors, such as an understanding of social emotional wellbeing, processes of 
equal power (or socially just) relating (Gorringe & Spillman, 2008) and a thorough 
understanding of oneself as a cultural being and of the assumptions and biases that exist 
outside our awareness. This ‘knowledge of oneself’ as a key precursor to effective 
relationship building is probably best known in Jung’s work (1939), and is a particular staple 
of modern Indigenous scholars (Bishop & Berryman, 2007; Hodson, 2013; Sarra, 2005).  
  Some would argue that as well as a thorough knowledge of oneself, to develop high 
expectations with individual students requires a close understanding of the individual’s social 
and cultural context (Delpit, 1988; Hart et al, 2012; Sarra, 2005). These researchers argue that 
a focus on the individual - their cultural heritage, preferences, strengths, and capabilities, is 
integral to developing any kind of useful expectation of individual students, and the key to a 
strong and healthy education system. This argument is particularly compelling when viewed 
in conjunction with the work of Robinson (2009), who argues that the best education systems 
in the world (rated against OECD rankings) (2010) such as those found in Finland (Sahlburg, 
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2011) value and seek individual creativity from their students. Standardised testing of the 
kind that we submit our children to in Australia, that is, a kind that dominates our perceptions 
and thus our expectations of them, is not a major part of these school systems. The focus of 
systems such as those found in Finland, Japan, Switzerland, and Canada (Organisation for 
Economic Cooperation and Development, 2015) is to inspire and create the ideal conditions 
for self-actualised, independent, and deep learning (Robinson, 2009). In this way, the best 
school systems see as their main goal to create a strong educational culture for students to 
actualise their own learning. 
  While research continues into high expectations from a theoretical standpoint (Jensen 
& Sonnemann, 2014), and in a practical sense (Rubie-Davies, 2006; Rubie-Davies et al, 
2012), this research project offers insight into how informed teachers create and manage high 
expectations and their role in delivering a high quality education for students both in and out 
of the classroom. 
1.6 The Stronger Smarter Leadership Program 
  As mentioned previously, all teachers participating in this study received training 
from the Stronger Smarter Leadership Program (SSLP), chosen due to the perceived impact it 
has had on its target schools (Luke et al, 2013; Wilkinson, 2009), its stated focus on creating 
and cultivating high expectations relationships (Stronger Smarter Institute, 2015), and the fact 
that it is the largest nation-wide provider of programs to do with high expectations (Stronger 
Smarter Institute, 2015). 
  The research examines the discourses of teachers who are well versed in one of the 
five meta-strategies that outline SSI philosophies on education, which is to equip teachers 
with ‘high expectations leadership’ to ensure ‘high expectations’ classrooms with ‘high 
expectations teacher/student relationships” (Stronger Smarter Institute, 2016b). This meta-
strategy has informed and helped shape the content of the Stronger Smarter Leadership 
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Program, which facilitates learning experiences and discussions that enable teachers to begin 
to develop high expectations relationships in their professional lives.  
  A perceived strength of the program itself is that it has been developed by and for a 
wide array of individuals - Indigenous and non-Indigenous, from teaching and non-teaching 
backgrounds. There is, however, some contention as to whether the academic theories upon 
which the approaches of SSI are built are sound (Luke et al, 2013). As a former employee of 
the Stronger Smarter Institute, in Chapter 3 I discuss some of the complexities and pitfalls 
insider research can lead to, while arguing that the benefits of conducting the research in such 
a way are significant.  
1.7 High Expectations as a Relational Agenda  
  While specific research into how relationally minded teachers initiate, cultivate, and 
maintain high expectations relationships is quite rare, the behaviours associated with them 
have been researched in various forms – social justice and cross-cultural competence being 
two of the most significant frameworks. Equally ubiquitous is research establishing the 
importance of relationships in the development of children (Purdie et al, 2000), although in 
the current political and educational climate, a relational focus in education is still hotly 
debated by both researchers (Tarver, 1998) and influential public figures (Pearson, 2011a).  
  In this section, I examine the discursive underpinning of programs and paradigms that 
challenge the traditional notions of success and expectation. The following three subsections 
represent a synthesis of the research on capabilities that SSI (2016b) argues are needed to 
create high expectations relationships. Specifically, these are understanding the self (self- 
reflexivity), building socially just relationships, and engaging in critical conversations. These 
three discourses underpin most ‘relational’ understandings of high expectations in classrooms 
and are absent from performance based discourses of high expectations that focus solely on 
student outcomes and high expectations that result in better test scores (e.g. Hattie, 2012).   
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   1.7.1 Self-Reflexivity 
  Many scholars critique how teachers are conditioned to accept low expectations for 
disadvantaged students, particularly those who are Indigenous (Day et al, 2015; Phillips, 
2011; Tarbetsky et al, 2016). This conditioning has been so heavily ingrained into our 
national psyche that even those who genuinely reject these notions can struggle to shift these 
learned discourses (Sarra, 2011; Vass, 2012). 
  It may be that educators may not be completely aware that their behaviours, actions, 
or pedagogical choices do not always match their discourse (Bishop & Berryman, 2007; 
Vass, 2012). This can manifest in one of two ways. When teachers punish poor behaviour 
blindly without any thought for the cause and effect, and then claim this to be compliance 
with a policy of high expectations for all students, this can absolve the education system, 
school, and individual teacher of any responsibility for the poor behaviour. With regard to 
Indigenous children, this is supported by the research of Sarra (2011), who asserts that 
insidious and widespread attitudes of deficit towards Indigenous people are at least partially 
responsible for the perceived failure of Indigenous children to succeed in the education 
system. In addition, Bishop and Berryman (2007) and Gribble (2002) note the importance of 
reflecting on our own assumptions and values, especially when teaching Indigenous children.   
  Similarly, if a teacher neglects to engage in constructive dialogue with a child and 
simply excuses the poor behaviour or poor academic performance as being solely the product 
of a cultural deficiency, this can also signal low expectations of the student. Teachers must be 
willing to engage in difficult yet necessary self-reflection to examine their own pre-conceived 
notions of cultural identity.   
 Some researchers (Ladson-Billings, 1995; Rubie-Davies, 2006; Spillman, 2013) argue 
that ‘high expectations leadership’ honours the individual student while asserting an 
expectation to engage with learning material that will develop and augment his/her 
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capabilities and strengths. Spillman (2013) places ‘recognition of culture’ at the centre of 
high expectations leadership. He argues that teachers who reflect on their own cultural 
standpoint and experiences can better recognise the strengths, preferences, assumptions, 
habits, blind spots, insecurities, and biases they use to interact with the world (Schein, 1992; 
Spillman, 2013).  
  In other words, many researchers argue that in order to understand one’s students 
(which can be viewed as a crucial component of having high expectations of them), teachers 
must begin with an understanding of self (Gorringe & Spillman, 2008; Phillips, 2011; Sleeter 
2010; Vass 2012). They must develop understandings of how their own cultural ‘baggage’ 
may impact upon their teaching. Many social researchers such as Sleeter (2001, 2010), 
Villegas (2007) and Ball (2009) argue that only by examining, contemplating, and accepting 
ourselves as cultural beings can we hope to reach a point where we can fully understand and 
appreciate others, in the process building high expectations. 
   Low expectations can arise when teachers (who are the product of their own 
socialisation, including their schooling and the media) blame the community or hold deep 
biases about students’ culture or social class (Stronger Smarter Institute, 2015). Chris Sarra 
suggests that teachers should not be afraid to ask themselves some confronting questions, 
such as: “What am I doing that contributes to absenteeism, failure, or disengagement?” 
(Sarra, 2011). He argues that this should not be seen as ‘weaknesses’ or confessions of 
implicit guilt, but rather as vital reflections to augment their own practice. 
  Sarra further argues that to engage in the personal journey needed to develop high 
expectations, there is a key element of critical reflection and seeking critical feedback in 
order to develop ourselves further as cultural beings. Ball (2009) suggests that another way to 
look at this is to introduce strategies that systematically allow teachers to let go of disabling 
or destructive elements of their behaviours while simultaneously embracing other strategies, 
TEACHERS’ PERCEPTIONS OF HIGH EXPECTATIONS 
 
20 
 
processes, and narratives that are more empowering.  
  Against the background of these reflections educators can better understand whether 
or not their actions, behaviours, and daily interactions with students match their personal 
discourse. In the current climate of high stakes, performance heavy education, teachers are 
under increasing pressure to justify why students are failing and in such circumstances it is 
natural that they look to reasons external to their teaching due to a fear of reprisal or 
reprimand (Thompson & Harbaugh, 2013). An environment such as this does not allow time 
or space for the kind of self-exploration and appraisal that researchers such as Ball (2009), 
would argue is required to engage effectively with disadvantaged students. One challenge for 
our education system, then, is to ensure that teachers work in a safe, supportive environment 
where new discourses, ideas, and reflexivity are encouraged. In such an environment, 
teachers would be given time to reflect on their own practice in order to adequately prepare 
themselves to foster high expectations of their students.  
  1.7.2 Socially Just Relationships 
  Amongst social justice scholars (Ball 2009; Cochran-Smith, 2004; Ladson-Billings, 
1995; Sarra, 2005) developing high expectations of children requires teachers to develop the 
kind of rapport with students that enables high levels of trust and safety. This is perceived as 
a step on the journey to high expectations relationships, and not the ultimate destination, 
although it may be perceived as a difficult step to take in an educational climate where the 
primary role of the teacher is to deliver content in a way that specifically raises test score 
outcomes. In particular, (Sleeter, 2010) criticizes the idea that teachers should be encouraged 
to believe they need to keep a professional distance from their students, arguing that while 
this does not specifically preclude teachers from engaging in the kind of open dialogues that 
are needed for socially just relationships, many teachers do interpret it as such (Phillips, 
2011).  
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  In order to build a platform of fair and compassionate, ‘socially just relating’ 
(Cochran-Smith, 2004), it could be argued that educators need to understand the unique 
talents, interests, knowledge, and circumstances of each student. This deeper understanding 
of the children they teach provides some basis for the enactment of high expectations 
relationships which infuse not only pedagogy, but also curriculum choices. Sleeter (2001) and 
Bishop and Berryman (2007), among others, suggest that this means that educators must 
challenge themselves, for example,  to reject the dominant constructions of history that are 
commonplace in our schools and institutions – where teachers and administrators are seen as 
the ultimate arbiters of right and wrong, correct and incorrect. Socially just relationships are 
more equal, and less hierarchical.  
  How relationships develop between teachers and their students is historically and 
culturally bound. For example, Indigenous people have historically been the marginalised 
voice in this country (Rigney, 1999); often ignored or undermined, sometimes for well-
meaning reasons, but often diminishing the value of Indigenous perspectives (Nakata, 2001; 
Phillips, 2011; Sarra, 2011). So the relationships predominantly non-Indigenous teachers 
have formed with Indigenous students (as just one group of students who are historically 
marginalised by mainstream education) have been shaped by voices and perspectives that 
were, historically speaking, non-Indigenous. These perspectives are part of the ‘cultural 
baggage’ (Sarra, 2011) that many educators carry with them into our schools, and while 
individuals may free themselves from disabling mindsets about Indigenous people, very little 
has been done to address this issue meaningfully at an institutional level (Fogarty, 2012; 
Nakata 2001; Rigney, 1999). These issues play themselves out in relationships between 
teachers and students, teachers and their students’ families and communities, and teachers 
and their colleagues.  As an example, while a teacher may believe that they enact high 
expectations, their views and perspectives on the world have already been formed by their 
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participation in and familiarity with dominant discourses. 
  The Stronger Smarter Institute program that provided high expectations training for 
participants in this study teaches that the only way to have a true relationship of trust, safety, 
and care with an individual is to ask questions of and learn from them, something 
corroborated by other social justice scholars such as Cochran-Smith (2004) and Gorringe et al 
(2011). This mindset challenges the tenacious and problematic perspective that the teacher is 
the ultimate authority in the classroom (Robinson & Aronica, 2015; Rubie-Davies et al, 
2006). These researchers argue that while teachers must be seen as authority figures in some 
ways and at some times, for the formation of high expectations relationships to occur 
educators must accept and value the stories, beliefs, and preferences that the children in their 
classes bring to the contact zone (Sarra, 2011). Other Indigenous scholars such as Rigney 
(1999) and Nakata (2001) write that this is also a more culturally appropriate kind of 
relationship for Indigenous children and families who value community and collaboration. 
Developing relationships is a two-way process.  
  From this perspective then, having high expectations of students requires teachers to 
have both a personal and a professional understanding of things such as culture and how it 
impacts on socially just relationships. For example, for generations education systems have 
privileged those students who have the same cultural background as the teachers, curriculum 
writers, and policy makers (Altman, 2009; Delpit, 1988; Phillips, 2011; Schwab, 2013). The 
privileging of one cultural viewpoint over others has led to a widespread perception that 
students from different ethnic, socio-cultural, and economic backgrounds generally have 
more difficulties learning, again leading to deficit discourses and low expectations about 
students’ abilities which are erroneously believed to be based in culture (Bishop & Berryman, 
2007, Fogarty, Schwab & Lovell, 2015; Schwab, 2013) when in fact these beliefs are built on 
flawed relationships.  
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  Delpit (1988) argues that a culturally responsive pedagogy where participants are 
valued for their own voice as well as taught structures that will enable that voice to be heard 
in the wider world is a true example of a socially just education. She warns that, as long as 
schools see their business as teaching in the current climate of high stakes testing, 
performance heavy agendas, and performance based incentives, ‘voice’, relationships and 
what culture brings to the classroom is at risk of being ignored or left behind (Ball, 2009; 
Sleeter, 2001, 2010).  Both Bishop and Berryman (2007) and Thomson (2002) suggest that to 
honour the cultural capital of each student necessitates the creation of a learning environment 
where students, their parents, and community members feel welcome and that their world 
views, languages, and cultures will be respected and valued.    
  The work of Rigney (1999), Spillman (2013) and Hodson (2013) describes and 
analyses how cultural assumptions can limit the relationships between teachers and students. 
They argue that it is by knowing the individual human being with a complex and layered 
identity and sense of culture that these critical relationships can be deepened. 
  At its core, the discourse of socially just relationships rejects the notion that we need 
to aim for the normalisation or ‘sameness’ that would preclude teachers from engaging in 
equal power relationships with their students. Rather, it argues that we should accept 
diversity as the core strength of human relationships, work to understand the diversity in 
others, and celebrate this in our society.  
  1.7.3 Critical, Dialogic Conversations 
  The final discourse on high expectations relationships argues for the development of 
spaces for critically reflective relationships – a place where teachers and students can engage 
in robust and meaningful feedback. Some scholars (Sarra, 2011; Thomson, 2002; 
Wunungmurra, 1989) suggest that the construction of these spaces requires educators who 
have developed abilities in a range of personal relational capabilities which are primarily 
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conversational in nature. This is where self-reflection (1.7.2) and social justice relationships 
(1.7.3) merge in building the space for positive, lasting change to be achieved. Teachers need 
to ‘tune in’ to the feelings, strengths, needs, desires, insecurities, and disabling habits of 
others, and offer compassionate and meaningful feedback for the students’ growth and 
learning (Stronger Smarter Institute, 2015, p3).  
  In a high expectations relationship, physical, emotional, and cultural safety must be 
established, as well as a balance of power relationships, in order to engage in meaningful 
critical reflection (Ball, 2009; SSI, 2015). If critical levels of trust and safety have been 
reached by each participant, there is more possibility of an interplay of strong, challenging 
dialogue where goals and strategies are negotiated and compromised until both the teacher 
and the student are satisfied with how to move ahead. The creation of critical, dialogic 
relationships may contribute to the success of such positive measures as school ‘three way 
planning policies’ (Bishop & Berryman, 2007), between teachers, families, and students, and 
also in engendering positive, lasting change in student attendance, behaviour, and 
achievement.  
  Delpit (1988), Sleeter (2001, 2010) and Ball (2009) all suggest that it is problematic 
that critical conversations are traditionally held in schools, with an implicit expectation that 
students and parents acquiesce to the desires and needs of the schooling system (Delpit, 1988; 
Fogarty, 2012). Before offering critical feedback, neither teacher nor student should feel that 
their expertise and experience will be marginalised (Stronger Smarter Institute, 2015). There 
is a general sense that high expectations relationships can only exist if all parties feel 
honoured and respected by all other parties. Hence, while the dominant paradigm has always 
been the teacher as the ultimate authority in the classroom, opportunities for critical dialogue 
should not be seen as a simple reversal of that paradigm. It is not about (for example) a 
teacher allowing threatening or inappropriate language in their classroom because that is what 
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the student wants, but rather a teacher not immediately reaching for punitive measures when 
such language occurs. Instead, through dialogue, the teacher can explore with the student why 
it makes him/her feel uncomfortable, threatened, or degraded (Bishop & Berryman, 2007). In 
this way, the teacher establishes an expectation of the student, but in such a way that it does 
not marginalise the cultural understandings and values that the student has brought with them 
to the class.  
  Transforming established and socially reinforced discourses of high expectations may 
require that individual mindsets be challenged, and school systems interrogated. Changing 
mindsets will always require hard conversations (Sarra, 2005), in which expectations and 
attitudes are also surfaced and challenged – but to attempt to do so without creating an 
environment of ‘trust, care, and safety’ (Spillman, 2013, p17.) risks leading to further 
disengagement and alienation. Challenging teachers to have higher expectations through 
these often hard conversations with their students, their parents, and their colleagues is 
something that is advocated by many scholars including Christine Rubie-Davies (2006), 
Arnetha Ball (2009), (who advocates for reflexivity), Christine Sleeter (2010), (critical race 
theory), and Lisa Delpit (1988) and Gloria Ladson-Billings (1995) (culturally responsive 
curriculum).  They believe that hard conversations and challenging the system are central 
factors that will enhance the sustainability of student achievement and success. They further 
argue that the ultimate aim of these challenging conversations is to free teachers from 
negative or disabling assumptions that they might hold about themselves or others, and thus 
enable growth and positive transformation.  
1.8 Summary 
  While teachers make sense of high expectations in different ways, the primary binary 
seems to be between well established and reinforced ideas of high expectations as a 
performance agenda, and those that define high expectations as a relational agenda. While 
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these conflicting agendas have been at the centre of educational debate for some time, and it 
is generally agreed that high expectations are important to the development and success of 
learners, there has been little research on how teachers specifically discuss and create high 
expectations in their classrooms when the teachers have been through professional learning 
that takes the second, relational approach. This chapter established the background to this 
important educational issue, including the fact that Indigenous and other disadvantaged 
students and their experiences in schooling must play a large part in the discussion, as they 
have the most to gain from changes to the current system. I have also discussed the 
significance and scope of the project, and offer a methodological paradigm to explore and 
interrogate the beliefs and attitudes of teachers who have graduated from the Stronger 
Smarter Leadership Program.  
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 
2.1 Overview 
  Perspectives on high expectations permeate and influence many aspects of education 
(Marzano, 2010; Rubie-Davies et al, 2006), and yet there would seem to be little shared 
understanding about this term. In this literature review, I explore the deficit paradigm that is 
the basis for most educational policy approaches in this country, and highlight the generally 
agreed upon fact that low expectations of students can create a multitude of problems. I then 
critically analyse the literature around the two competing and equally influential schools of 
thought I identified in Chapter 1, which highlights the highly debatable nature of theoretical 
high expectations. I close the literature review by exploring how some researchers suggest 
that high expectations might be measured and offer a critical analysis of professional learning 
programs that focus on high expectations.       
2.2 Framing the Debate 
  Extensive research (Jensen & Sonnemann 2014; Marzano, 2010; Rubie-Davies, 2006, 
2007) has been conducted into how high expectations are integral to creating significant 
positive change for students and there is now widespread and general agreement among both 
researchers and policy makers that high expectations are imperative to the development of 
children socially, academically, and culturally (Hattie, 2012; Pearson, 2011a; Rubie-Davies et 
al, 2006; Sarra, 2011).  
  What do these high expectations look like in the classroom? While the research 
indicates that teachers must have high expectations, very little has been conducted into how 
this manifests in the behaviour, attitudes, and practice of individual teachers. 
  Is it having high expectations to expect a child who is the sole carer for several 
younger children to have their homework completed on time? Is it permissible to use the 
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‘shield’ of high expectations to provide students with little or no feedback on assignments, 
arguing that a teacher has high expectations of a students’ individual, undrafted work? 
Greater clarity about how teachers enact the rhetoric of high expectations, and indeed, what 
this rhetoric really says, is needed. We may need to re-think how we define and understand 
high expectations if we are to have a system that engages children and prepares them to take 
their place in society. 
2.3 A Deficit Paradigm  
  There is a large body of research (Bradley et al, 2007; Considine & Zappala, 2002; 
Thomson, 2002) that discusses educational approaches to assisting students who are in some 
way perceived to be disadvantaged. This perceived disadvantage may be socio-economic, 
geographical, or, as is increasingly the case for Indigenous Australians, cultural. While there 
is considerable evidence (Rubie-Davies, 2006) that high expectations are vital for the 
successful development of any learner, this study focuses on the practices of teachers of 
disadvantaged students for two reasons. The first is that these learners are the ones most at 
risk in the current system, and therefore have the most to gain from an investigation into how 
high expectations manifest in classrooms (Munns et al, 2008). The second is that due to a 
general deficit focus in educational discourse (McLaughlin & Whatman, 2007; Vass, 2012) 
the majority of existing research concerning a need for educational policy change focuses on 
students who are not performing to standard in the current system (Lingard et al, 2001).  
  The work around helping disadvantaged students provides fertile ground for exploring 
the concept of high expectations, as it would seem that at least in some cases, the call for high 
expectations of students comes out of a strongly perceived deficit focus on their abilities, or 
lack thereof (Bishop & Berryman, 2007; Vass, 2012). Some researchers (Altman, 2009; 
Gorringe & Spillman, 2008; Sarra, 2005) suggest that to begin the conversation here means 
that these high expectations, (not co-constructed or negotiated,) are essentially meaningless, 
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and potentially harmful to student wellbeing. 
  Often, during public or political debate around education for Indigenous, 
disadvantaged, or differently abled children, the conversation begins with the ‘have nots’ 
(Gorringe et al 2011; Sarra, 2005; Vass, 2012). This means that policy, procedure, and 
funding are all based upon a deficit paradigm, one of generally agreed upon low expectations 
where people are too weak, disempowered, or unmotivated to help themselves and so require 
a hand up from society as a whole. These beliefs inevitably result in intervention programs 
that celebrate a back to basics approach, which offer an intensive and prescriptive focus on 
basic literacy and numeracy, while marginalising critical and complex reasoning processes. 
The validity of this paradigm is heavily contested by researchers (Fogarty & Schwab, 2012; 
McCallum & Waller, 2013; Vass, 2012) who argue that there is an advantage in strengths-
based approaches, and that inundating students with strategies, programs, and techniques 
designed to teach only basic skills are problematic in both implementation and theory (Davis-
Warra, Dooley & Exley, 2011; Vass, 2012). 
  There are other strategies, however, that shift the conversation from what 
disadvantaged students and communities do not have, to what they do have and what they 
bring with them to classroom every day. Such strategies are gaining traction in the 
Scandinavian countries and Canada, considered world leaders in education (Sahlberg, 2011). 
Some theorize that such an approach is the key to achieving success in our schools (Fogarty, 
2012; Purdie et al, 2000; Smith, 1999). 
2.4 The Risk of Low Expectations in Schools  
  There is general agreement (Bishop & Berryman, 2007; Marzano, 2010; Riley & 
Ungerlieder, 2012; Rubie-Davies, 2006; Rubie-Davies et al, 2012; Sleeter, 2001; Smyth, 
2013) that there are inherent pitfalls associated with low expectations of students, particularly 
with regard to those from disadvantaged backgrounds. There is significant evidence (Bishop 
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& Berryman, 2007; Fogarty & Schwab, 2012; Rubie-Davies et al, 2006) that if children who 
find schooling challenging are not meaningfully engaged in the classroom, they are more 
likely to stop attending. This absence from school contributes to a broad deficit discourse 
among teachers, policy makers, and the general public (Sarra, 2005, 2011; Vass, 2012). In 
such cases, it may be more useful to explore what may be happening in schools and 
classrooms that is keeping these students away from school, rather than to see their culture or 
heritage as the deficiency (Schwab, 2013).  
  In a study conducted in Aotearoa New Zealand, Bishop and Berryman (2007) 
summarise their research findings in saying that if teachers think of their students as 
deficient, then their actions will tend to follow, and the relationships with students will be 
negative and unproductive. This phenomenon of the ‘self-fulfilling prophecy’ has been well 
noted in education (Riley & Ungerlieder, 2012). If students are led to believe that their 
teachers think they are deficient, they will respond negatively and their quality of work will 
be lower. They suggest that a teacher’s ability to teach and interact effectively with Maori 
students is tied to teachers seeing Maori students as self-determining, culturally located 
individuals who are part of the learning conversation. In addition, Marzano (2010) reminds us 
that having high expectations is more than just rhetoric. He suggests that the two problems 
with ‘high expectations’ are that teachers may be unaware they have low expectations, and 
that what actually communicates expectations is teacher behaviour. In relation to this 
behaviour, Marzano mentions two things – firstly the general ‘tone’ of interactions with the 
students – how much teachers smile, make eye contact, etc, and secondly the quality of 
interactions relating to academic content – for instance, Marzano found that teachers tend to 
ask less challenging questions of students of whom they had low expectations (p84). 
  In her research in the Kimberley, Western Australia, Gribble (2002) found that, 
despite the rhetoric of high expectations existing in her examined schools, students and their 
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families were not equal participants in the schooling process. While noting that extremely 
high expectations were set by exceptionally successful teachers in Kimberley classrooms, she 
also notes that these ‘successful’ classrooms included a predominance of ‘white thinking 
skills’ (p290) that were unfamiliar to the majority of the Indigenous students in the room. She 
notes that, interestingly, it was not the application of these styles of thinking that Indigenous 
students and their families objected to, but rather the use of ‘busy work’ to keep students 
occupied. When teachers relied too heavily on educational ‘gimmicks’ such as computers or 
videos, she found that Indigenous students were more likely to stay away from school 
altogether and find more interesting ways to occupy themselves. Though she concedes that 
these strategies “did hold appeal for a limited amount of time” (Gribble, 2002, p289). 
  While this example shows the importance of high expectations in inspiring students to 
attend school, and their families to continue to send them, it raises a number of questions. 
Firstly, what is a successful school? Secondly, does the students’ sense of self-worth or 
identity even impact upon their ability to perform in the classroom? And finally, and possibly 
most importantly, what is it we actually mean when we say ‘high expectations’? 
2.5 Differing Understandings of ‘High Expectations’ 
This section discusses research that has been conducted into the development of high 
expectations from several different educational paradigms, and investigates whether it is 
problematic that radically differing approaches and pedagogies all claim to have high 
expectations as a key aspect of their design. I offer a review of the literature around two 
major competing schools of thought on high expectations – those that see high expectations 
as primarily a relational pursuit, such as those who propose culturally responsive and student 
centred pedagogical approaches, and those who regard high expectations as primarily a 
performance driven agenda, with the end goal being academic success and achievement. 
  To begin, Rubie-Davies (2006, 2007), with Hattie and Hamilton (2006), and Flint and 
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MacDonald (2012) has produced a significant amount of research around the different ways 
students, teachers, families, and communities construct high expectations in schools. This 
research notably challenges traditional notions of high expectations, which are constructed in 
ways that consistently favoured one group’s perceptions over the others. In most cases, this 
was the school teachers and administrators, as representatives of the governmental 
department, over the perceptions of the families and children themselves. Rubie-Davies’ 
earlier work (2006) particularly stresses the need for multiple perspectives to be explored in 
order to enrich the existing body of data that exists around high expectations. She argues that 
to have studies which reflect only one perspective on high expectations is not sufficient when 
viewed with the enormous body of evidence that suggests high expectations are one of the 
single most important factors in determining a child’s holistic success (Rubie-Davies, 2006, 
p.537). Her work briefly engages with the ways teachers utilize high expectations in their 
classrooms, but is generally more focused on creating a broad discursive field around high 
expectations, particularly as it relates to children who are perceived to be at an educational 
disadvantage. 
  The corpus of research around ‘what disadvantaged children need’ illustrates the very 
different paradigms that exist, from theory that advocates a change of mindset amongst 
teachers (Delpit, 1988; Purdie et al, 2000; Sarra, 2011), to very prescriptive theories that 
claim a dogmatic pedagogy can ‘overcome’ cultural difference (Archer & Hughes, 2004; 
Tarver, 1998; Wilson, 2014). In some ways, both positions advocate for high expectations, 
but how these are achieved and how they should look in the classroom are substantially 
different.  
   On one hand there are the theories that focus on teachers’ attributes, skills, and 
knowledge, viewing the teacher as the central component of learning. In her work, Lisa 
Delpit (1988) defines Culturally Responsive Pedagogy (CRP), and the codes and inherent 
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power struggles that exist between teachers and students from different cultures. Delpit 
suggests that dire consequences exist when students who have been subjected to colonial or 
oppressive rule must now function within a school system that was created predominantly for 
the children of their oppressors. Rather, teachers need to honour individual and cultural ways 
of being, thinking, and doing.  The foundational work of Gloria Ladson-Billings (1995) 
suggests that culturally relevant pedagogy is important for both the academic and the 
psychosocial development of students in schools. In helping define and shape culturally 
relevant pedagogy, she suggests three criteria that teachers must meet. The first is an ability 
to develop students academically, the second is a willingness to nurture cultural competence, 
and the third is to challenge students to be socio-politically aware and able to critique and 
embrace both their own culture and others (1995). Billings work is important as it emphasises 
from the outset that culturally relevant teaching should not remove a focus on academic 
outcomes and achievement, rather she says that this important element should make up part 
of the metric for success, with the ultimate aim being students who are powerfully literate and 
able to shape the world around them in meaningful ways.    
  Some claim that the positive sense of identity demanded by culturally relevant 
pedagogy, re-affirmed in the school context, is vital to the success of the individual student 
(Purdie et al, 2000). In this context high expectations are not viewed solely from an academic 
standpoint, but from viewing the learner as a complete individual, and co-creating 
expectations for the classroom. Conversely, Cochran-Smith (2004) discusses the current trend 
to subject teachers to testing (of academic ability) before they are licensed to teach. Despite 
their popularity in the mainstream media, there has been no solid evidence to show that 
performance on these tests affects student learning and outcomes in any way whatsoever 
(Woods & Jeffrey, 2002). Nor do these tests indicate the expectations teachers have of the 
students they teach – a typically accepted indicator of teacher effectiveness (Hattie, 2012; 
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Rubie-Davies et al, 2012).  
  In the Australian context, the work of Hart, McLaughlin, Sharma Bryer, and 
Whatman (2012) looks at cultural pedagogy through an Indigenous Australian lens. They 
investigate pre-service teachers’ perceived comfort level and ability with Embedding 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Perspectives in Schooling (EATSIPS). Echoing the 
findings of Gribble’s (2002) smaller study, their research concluded that the current 
education system is inadequate due to an unequal distribution favouring Western knowledge 
systems. Interestingly, the work of Villegas (2007), and Delpit (1988) concluded that the 
education systems in the United States are also inadequate due to unequal power distribution 
in content which favoured white knowledge and pedagogies. The literature around Culturally 
Responsive Pedagogy therefore raises concerns that our education system favours students 
who have the same cultural background as the teachers, writers, and policy makers 
responsible for creating the course. While it seems that the majority of education systems, 
(including Australia’s) are moving toward explicit, structured instruction, many proponents 
of Culturally Responsive Pedagogy (Ball, 2009; Delpit, 1988) feel that this presents a 
plethora of problems if we are to have an education system that enables the best chance for 
success in all students, precisely because of the ‘standardisation’ of curriculum expectations 
and materials.    
   Some (Altman & Fogarty, 2010; Schwab, 2013; Villegas, 2007) would argue that the 
remedy is not to unmake the current system, but rather to educate teachers to accept culturally 
different opinions as valid. In this sense, high expectations are constructed as seeking and 
enacting the diversity that exists in the classroom, as a precursor to the diversity that students 
will be expected to work with in the wider world. Delpit (1988) insists that improving 
cultural responsivity should not weaken, but rather enhance, the quality of teaching in the 
classroom. Like Ladson-Billings (1995), she warns against teachers who break away from 
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traditional schooling methods altogether, claiming that this is at best misguided and at worst 
an excuse for being a sub-standard teacher. In Delpit’s opinion, the best system is one where 
students are taught both their own voice and codes and structures that will enable that voice 
to be heard in the wider world. In his critique of Direct Instruction as a sole pedagogic 
approach to learning, Luke (2014) makes a case that to focus solely on basic skills as the 
expense of high order critical thinking is similarly problematic. In this finding, he is 
supported by a large and international body of research (Altman & Fogarty, 2010; Bishop & 
Berryman, 2007; Johnston & Hayes, 2008; Lingard et al, 2001; Sleeter, 2010). Rather than a 
sole focus on basic skills, these researchers advocate for a focus on helping teachers to 
understand the context of their students.  
  Sleeter’s work (2001) argues for the central importance of teacher responsivity to 
cultural diversity. Her research suggests that hallmarks of great teachers are: complete faith 
that all their students can learn; high expectations of each of their students, and, significantly, 
that they find ways to use the students’ personal experiences, perspectives, and values as a 
learning asset. Among four problems that she identifies when trying to help pre-service and 
in-service teachers understand culturally responsive teaching, is what Sleeter deems the ‘them 
focus’ (2010, p117). That is, that culturally responsive pedagogy is to only be practised when 
students from the non-dominant cultural background are present. She argues that for cultural 
responsivity to be truly useful in a classroom setting, teachers have to view their own practice 
and ways of being as culturally constructed. Cultural responsivity also helps to disable the 
dominant educational discourse about right or wrong ways of being, viewing everyone’s 
behaviour as the visible representation of perfectly valid (if sometimes challenging,) cultural 
perceptions and understandings. 
  Sleeter’s research findings also identify that a key obstacle to practising culturally 
responsive pedagogy is the misinterpretation of it being essentially about teaching students 
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their own culture. This is problematic in that it reinforces one set of beliefs as a set of cultural 
practices to be analysed and studied (see also Phillips, 2011), while accepting another as the 
status quo – cultural beliefs and practices that should be acknowledged and accepted as 
‘correct’ by everyone. Furthermore, these assumptions force teachers to develop an 
understanding of their students using an external view of culture, rather than viewing culture 
as a set of perceptions, beliefs, and behaviours are essential parts of each individual person. 
In her research, Sleeter (2010) relates the experiences of one of her pre-service teachers who 
was going into teaching in a high school with students who came from radically different 
backgrounds. Sleeter encouraged the pre-service teacher to take notes on how the students 
interacted with each other at lunchtimes. On debriefing this experience with the class, the pre-
service teacher noted her amazement at the rapidity and fluidity of conversation, how 
students frequently yelled over the top of each other to have their point heard, and the high 
levels of physical touching that were characterised the interactions. The pre-service teacher 
related that in her personal life, she felt highly uncomfortable with all of these characteristics, 
and would have embodied those beliefs in her teaching practice, marginalising her students 
established ways of communicating (pp118-119). 
  Sleeter argues that attitudes such as this (if left unchecked) risk furthering an ‘us and 
them’ binary, and reinforce destructive perceptions of diversity (p119). This view is shared 
by many other researchers (Altman, 2009; Schein, 1992; Vass, 2012). Finally, researchers 
such as Phillips (2011), McGinty and Yunkaporta (2009), Rigney (1999), and Nakata (2001) 
would argue that teachers attempting to teach students about their own cultural background 
without consulting widely with community members and families is at best misguided and at 
worst paternalistic.  
  Despite increasing evidence of the need for a relational focus in education, it has been 
widely noted that there has been a clear lean toward didacticism in current educational trends 
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(Fogarty & Schwab, 2012; Luke, 2014; Sleeter, 2010), often at the expense of more culturally 
responsive, relational based models. In reflecting on culturally responsive teaching, De Pry 
and Cheesman (2010), also argue that (counter to pedagogies that seem disconnected to 
relationships with students, such as those exclusively based on explicit instruction) effective 
teaching is culturally responsive, and that effective teaching is the cornerstone of 
instructional and behavioural support. The issue of effectiveness, they argue, is that “by 
definition, it suggests that an intended outcome has been successfully met; however, a 
plethora of evidence exists that schools do not have the capacity to fully meet the 
instructional and behavioural support needs of all learners” (p44). They suggest that one size 
does not fit all, and this means that further research into more culturally responsive ways of 
teaching is essential.  
  De Pry and Cheesman further argue that culturally responsive ways of learning need 
not only be a focus of individual classrooms, but that these ways of being can be used to 
transform entire school contexts. (De Pry and Cheesman, 2010). Their work suggests that this 
particular view of high expectations is essential not only for the success of students, but also 
the health and well-being of teachers, administrators, families, and the wider school 
community. This perception is shared by Gorringe and Spillman (2008) who demonstrated 
the importance of high expectations relationships (SSI, 2015) transforming the interactions of 
school communities:  
    Attaining excellence in learning for Indigenous children requires significant 
school community transformation.  This is essentially about shifting and/or renewing school 
cultures – the conscious and subconscious patterns of perceiving, thinking, judging, 
responding and behaving that characterise the school community and particular groups 
within. To accomplish this successfully, however, requires a shift in the ways we relate to 
each other (Gorringe & Spillman, 2008, p14).    
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  There is also a strong tendency in current literature to identify the need to teach 
children from different cultural backgrounds differently. While proponents of culturally 
responsive pedagogy (De Pry & Cheesman, 2010; Purdie et al, 2000; Sleeter, 2001, 2010) 
argue that this is generally sound practice, they also note that this belief can lead to deficit 
ways of thinking about students from different cultural backgrounds.  
  Vass (2012), argues that what is needed for disadvantaged (in this case, Indigenous) 
students are the same high quality teaching strategies that teachers would use for 
‘mainstream’ students. After building high expectations with individuals and surfacing and 
challenging the deficit theorising that may be taking place, specific teaching strategies and 
essential classroom policies become clearer.  The above approaches, then, might be 
summarized as being part of a ‘humanist discourse’. Woods and Jeffrey (2002, p92) define 
humanist discourse as ‘a set of values centred on holism, person-centredness, and warm and 
caring relationships’. 
   On the other hand, rather than focusing on teacher dispositions, there are those 
(Archer & Hughes, 2004; Hattie, 2012; Kirschner, Sweller, & Clark, 2006) who support 
technical pedagogical strategies around teaching ‘properly’ - skills-based suggestions of how 
to manifest high expectations rather than those based on dispositions or teacher attitudes 
about their students’ capacity. While Delpit’s (1988) ground breaking work attends to 
Culturally Responsive Pedagogy, and other research such as those outlined by Sleeter (2010), 
and Phillips (2011) focuses on the cultural training of teachers, these other perspectives have 
suggested disadvantaged students need something quite different - prescriptive, scaffolded 
instruction, often decontextualized and at the expense of culturally responsive methods of 
teaching and learning. These methods have proven to be successful in certain ways, with 
numerous documented cases of students taught with Direct Instruction improving across key 
learning areas (Tarver, 1998). Further, such strategies often employ valuable instructional 
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methods that there is general agreement in the international education community constitute 
sound teaching practice – such approaches as dedicated teaching time, small group focused 
work, and monitored instruction (Engelmann, 1999). Proponents of these methods claim that 
a focus on culturally relevant pedagogies is at best a waste of time and at worst a form of 
social engineering (Kirschner, Sweller, & Clark, 2006). Their argument centres on the 
success of students from a range of different backgrounds, but who all showed improvement 
in academic studies when taught with programs such as Direct Instruction. Recently, their 
argument has been strengthened by the findings of Hattie (2012) who suggested that cultural 
awareness or pride in one’s own culture had a small effect size, and thus little to do with 
learning outcomes. The argument is that learning does not need to be contextualised, as a 
mastery of the building blocks – literacy, numeracy, and basic language construction, can be 
achieved with little knowledge of the impact of culture or socio-economics in the larger 
world.    
  The wisdom of decontextualizing of educational methods has been long disputed, 
however (Kaplan, 1948; Rosenshine & Berliner, 1978). In the 1940s, Kaplan argued against 
education systems that favoured rote learning over building relationships. He wrote: 
Never before has the world so sorely needed citizens who are world-minded, 
who would and could place before private or national interests the interests of 
humanity. Indeed, with the terrible instruments of destruction that now hover 
over our heads, it is almost imperative that teachers cease to follow those 
patterns which have produced narrow minded, self-seeking individuals and 
take the initiative in broadening the thinking of our communities so that the 
view of one world and one people may pervade the minds of this generation 
and the generations now going through our public schools,” (Kaplan, 1948, 
p417). 
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  The scepticism around deeply prescribed and unilateral styles of instruction have 
existed for some time. Earlier in his article, Kaplan favours what at the time was a more 
radical approach. 
   There is another and more daring group of thinkers who deplore this static 
conception of the teacher’s function. They claim that the social influence of teachers has been 
tested in the caldrons of the recent war. They point out that through the medium of education 
whole nations were welded into a unified mood and spirit. In the cases of Germany, Japan, 
and Italy, the role of the teachers was directed toward evil ends. But, whether for good or 
evil, it has been proved that teachers and the schools can form social policies and alter the 
course of a nation” (1948, p418). 
  Kaplan discusses the effects of a heavily prescribed, dogmatic method of instruction 
on its citizenry. He asserts that these methods of instruction do not prepare students to take 
their place in a fully functioning, healthy democracy – one in which citizens are encouraged 
to speak up and critically analyse their leaders.  
  Ken Robinson (2009), also makes a compelling modern case for going beyond rote 
learning. He builds on the theories in Kaplan’s work, asserting that our current education 
models were created for students living in the time of the Industrial Revolution – a time 
where societal expectations required a large portion of the citizenry to be adept in basic 
literacy and numeracy, and only a small portion who were able to critically question and 
create. He suggests that now, in the technological age, our value system has shifted 
dramatically. In modern times, critical thinking and creativity are essential skills that people 
need to flourish and contribute meaningfully to our world. He purports that a radical 
reworking of our current education systems is required to enable humanity to take the next 
step forward in our evolution.  
  Scholars such as Kaplan and Robinson argue for critical thinking and creativity, 
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despite current educational trends. Robinson (2009) argues that the entire system is based on 
a pervading sense of low expectations in that there is a ubiquitous and dangerous acceptance 
by the mainstream that school success is defined by how well students perform on tests. He 
argues that the explicit instruction models that so many education systems are embracing 
further distance us from disciplines that would require teachers and administrators to 
radically rethink the way they engage with curricula and pedagogies, and thus better prepare 
students for a rapidly evolving world. Lingard (2010) also suggests that there are notable 
problems in adopting the nationalised, testing heavy education policies that are currently 
being used in Australia. He argues that globalisation has rendered our current approaches to 
competitive education obsolete, and that we need to radically rethink the way we discuss 
education in order to be competitive on the world stage. 
  Robinson (2009) cites many examples of highly successful, inspiring people who did 
not thrive in their school systems. He argues that this is because after these individuals 
showed little or no disposition towards the traditional values that are part of schooling, their 
teachers soon ceased to have high expectations of them. In many of the cases that Robinson 
notes, these people discovered their talents through chance interactions with key people or 
events. It is sobering to think of the many children who have essentially been given up on 
simply because they do not show aptitude for the particular, narrow set of capabilities that we 
offer in our schools. 
  This is not to say that high expectations are unrelated to methods of instruction that 
are specifically designed to explicitly teach literacy and numeracy – only that heavily 
prescribed instruction can stifle what some would argue is a key component of effective 
teaching - understanding and honouring the individual learner and having high expectations 
that marginalised students can ‘think’ as well as simply ‘repeat’. Kaplan (1948) further 
argues that while positive societal change may still occur if schools focus on dogmatic 
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instruction, these changes will occur in spite of these strategies, rather than because of them. 
  In Australia, however, there is a clear trend towards dogmatic instruction, and dissent 
about the need for culturally responsive pedagogies in modern classrooms. The work of 
Hattie (2012), which assigned an ‘effect size’ to factors that impact on a student’s learning 
found that direct instruction was far more beneficial to learning than personally led 
instruction – the practice of teachers leaving learners to self-actualize their own learning 
(Hattie, 2012). Some proponents of Hattie’s work (Pearson, 2011a), consider culturally 
appropriate teaching and learning to be a waste of valuable time and resources. In fact 
Pearson claims that an over-emphasis on relationships themselves suggests teachers have low 
expectations of their students, who deserve more rigorous and deep teaching of content (as 
though the two are mutually exclusive). Pearson argues that culturally responsive pedagogy is 
partly to blame for sub-standard results, suggesting that such approaches starve children of 
the academic rigour that he believes will ensure positive results, citing the success of Direct 
Instruction programs in the United States as a basis for his claims, (Pearson, 2011b). His 
critics, however, suggest that this is using only a narrow understanding of high expectations 
(Luke, 2014; Sarra, 2011). 
 The debate between performance based and relational approaches to learning continue 
apace, and some researchers (Delpit, 1988; Villegas, 2007), postulate that the debate will 
never end. A significant point is that educationalists on both sides of the debate use Hattie’s 
(2012) work to justify their points of view further complicating the concept of high 
expectations. As such, it is important to see how each approach performs away from the 
academic debate, in classroom practice. Research into how educators working in classrooms 
view and create high expectations is essential.  
  Significantly, viewing differing modes of instruction as in competition rather than as 
complimentary to one another could be a major disabling force in terms of raising academic 
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achievement. The tendency for educationalists as well as the general public to reify one 
particular theorist or one specific approach pits different useful approaches against each other 
to decide which is more relevant in educational contexts. There are many researchers (Luke, 
2014; Sleeter, 2001, 2010; Villegas, 2007) that argue this search for the ‘silver bullet’ wastes 
valuable time and resources that might otherwise be spent on collaborative efforts to help 
educate children. These researchers suggest that culturally responsive pedagogies can work in 
tandem with didactic, highly structured modes of instruction - a useful reminder that high 
expectations are present not just in terms of teacher’s feelings or attitudes towards their 
students, but in the curriculum, pedagogical and political choices made about what students 
are able to study, and how they should do so. To better understand how teachers are 
positioned within these choices, and how they respond to programs that challenge the 
dominant view, it is useful to look at some of the programs that prepare them for the 
intercultural nature of their classrooms.          
2.6 Preparing Teachers to have High Expectations of Students – Intercultural 
Understanding 
 While it appears that the majority of programs available to in-service teachers focus 
on assessment, curriculum, and reporting (Department of Education and Training, 2016), the 
most evidence of relational based training is in university preparation programs (see for 
example Hart et al, 2012; Phillips, 2011). These programs offered at universities usually 
involve a sort of self-reflective focus for students to analyse and understand their strengths, 
capabilities, and biases as educators.  
  Phillips’ research (2011) investigates pre-service teachers’ perceptions and concerns 
around working with Indigenous students before they entered the classroom. The research 
used elements of Indigenous Standpoint Theory (Nakata, 2001), to have pre-service teachers 
investigate their own relationship with the history and culture of Australia and its Indigenous 
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peoples (Phillips, 2011, p45). Significantly, she found that while the university students could 
‘talk in tangible ways’ about Indigenous culture and history, they were much less adept at 
exploring their own preferences, prejudices, and capabilities. She writes that “the inability of 
students to identify their own cultures and their unwillingness to see them as important 
demonstrates the power and invisibility of cultural privilege” (2011, p271). Phillips found 
that there was an inherent assumption in the students that Indigenous people and culture was 
something to be dissected, analysed, and assimilated into mainstream education, but there 
was little regard for what Indigenous knowledge could offer in and of itself. Conversely, their 
own dominant ideology was so reinforced by the norms and sensibilities of their context that 
there was little or no analysis or dissection of their own beliefs, at least initially (2011, p272). 
  Schein (1992), would argue that the inability of those entering the teaching profession 
to understand their own cultural privilege is because of the underlying patterns of sub-
conscious assumption that inform the practices and behaviours of individual cultural groups. 
He theorizes that when people start to espouse these behaviours as ‘truth’, they become a set 
of beliefs about how people should interact with the world around them. Of course, the 
danger is that when we have two cultural groups who have established beliefs based on 
different sets of cultural assumptions, there is space for conflict. Take, for example, the 
foreigner who has been socialised to believe that it is wrong to waste food, so refuses dinner 
at a host’s house when he is not hungry. The host’s socialisation, however, is that it is 
extremely rude to refuse hospitality. Each are acting in ways that they would consider ‘right’ 
or ‘polite’, but without space for dialogue, each will carry perceptions and judgments about 
the other as being rude or impolite. 
  In Phillips’ study, these cultural assumptions manifested in her students not as a 
dominant, violent conflict coalescing in the destruction of one culture, but as a paternalistic 
analysis of that culture, while continuing to live the cultural assumption that the university 
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students’ personal ways of thinking, being, and doing were ‘correct’.        
  Some might argue (Gorringe and Spillman, 2008; McCallum & Waller, 2013) that 
these attitudes pervade our society, dominating discussion and encouraging a deficit mindset, 
especially when discussing issues of Indigeneity. Pre-conceived opinions and assumptions 
about these cultural groups may make it exceedingly difficult to pursue a high expectations 
agenda with individuals, as we look for validation of what we already believe to be true 
(Sarra, 2011; Spillman, 2013). These beliefs have arisen from contexts removed from 
interaction with Indigenous people and thus come from extremely constricted places of 
knowing. Furthermore, the low expectations that the pre-service teachers carried with them 
into Phillips’ study may have existed partly or even completely out of the awareness of the 
individuals, and thus could not have been ‘worked on’ by the pre-service teachers. Yet, if 
these attitudes and perceptions are left unchallenged, they will indelibly shape the students’ 
future teaching practices. Phillips notes that many students by the conclusion of her study 
were more willing to critique and accept their position in Australian society as privileged, and 
that, “the recognition that they are subject to a powerful collective system of knowledge 
production and validation is a transformative moment for many of the students as it provides 
a new, more open vantage point from which to interpret people and their worlds” (2011, 
p275).   
  Phillips’ study also details the resistance and denial that was part of many of the pre-
service teachers’ initial responses to being challenged on their beliefs. Phillips indicates that 
she believes these reactions are indicative of a larger societal reaction to historical truths that 
leave us feeling uncomfortable or guilty (2011, p274). In order for the students to explore 
their own perceptions meaningfully, the research indicates that they had to recognise this 
defensive response as obstructive to their learning and growth as teachers. In addition, they 
had to accept that an ‘unlearning’ of knowledge was needed in order to make further 
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progress. Some (Hart et al, 2012; Stronger Smarter Institute, 2015), would argue that this 
acceptance, surfacing, and challenging of the prejudices, biases, and assumptions that we all 
carry with us is essential to the formation of high expectations. 
  Although Phillips’ study clearly examines how progressions in thinking can be 
recorded and measured, with regard to developing an understanding of how high expectations 
are constructed and understood, how these expectations played out in the classroom was 
outside its scope. For example, it does not measure the action that may or may not be taken 
once a change in thinking and acting has occurred. Furthermore, Phillips’ study, indicative of 
the majority of research studies conducted into this area, is aimed at teachers before they 
enter the classroom as independent educators; they do not analyse the classrooms of in-
service teachers. Finally, Phillips does not match an extensive, probing analysis of 
participants’ perceptions and attitudes before undertaking the program with what they do in 
practice with their own students afterwards.  Phillips study did demonstrate, however, the 
importance of understanding, respecting, and utilizing the different cultures that exist in 
classrooms to engender positive outcomes.  
  Understanding the individual cultures that exist in Australian classrooms has been 
part of the discourse around good teaching for some time. The Quality Teaching Framework, 
which helps to inform the practice of teachers all across Australia (NSW Department of 
Education and Training, 2008), notes that an important element of quality teaching is a 
thorough and detailed knowledge of ones’ students. It also suggests that teachers present 
knowledge as an ever shifting concept that will always remain open to interpretation, and in 
order to have high expectations they must honour and include perspectives in the class that 
may not come from the dominant worldview. Significantly, this document also stresses the 
importance of the teacher knowing ‘how’ to teach the students, but leaves the particulars of 
this challenge up to the individual teacher. Johnston and Hayes (2008), point out that reforms 
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such as this one go through many translations as they enter the educational field, most 
significantly at the site of knowledge production – the classroom. They argue that the Quality 
Teaching Framework model of high and explicit student expectations is one that leads us 
toward truly productive and informed students, and away from the established ‘conventional 
wisdom about instruction in classrooms characterised by high levels of poverty and cultural 
and linguistic diversity” (2008, p110).   
  It seems that a major reason for pre-service and in-service teachers not challenging 
their own previously held beliefs about disadvantaged students is founded in a fear or anxiety 
about working in difficult contexts, and also that teachers feel underprepared throughout their 
degrees to deal with the realities of teaching in complex school environments. In such 
situations, teachers more commonly see their own cultural practices as ‘right’ and others as 
‘wrong’ (Altman & Fogarty, 2010; Buchanan et al, 2013; Phillips, 2011). It could be argued 
that this phenomenon is at least partly caused by the deficit understanding of other cultures 
that these teachers are constantly exposed to (Gorringe & Spillman, 2008; Vass, 2012). The 
National Exceptional Teachers for Disadvantaged Schools project, (NETDS), aims to provide 
students who are most at risk of disengaging with education with teachers who are equipped 
to meet their needs (Burnett & Lampert, 2011). Now in its sixth year, and offered in five 
universities around Australia, the program finds the development of high expectations is one 
of the most significant effects of preparing teachers specifically to work in low socio-
economic, and difficult to staff schools.  
  Throughout the program, several attributes that determined a teacher’s suitability to 
work in a disadvantaged school were noted. These were: “(i) a passion for teaching and a 
desire to make a difference (ii) knowledge and understanding of both the content being taught 
as well as the social dimensions of disadvantage, and (iii) a loosely grouped set of personal 
qualities or characteristics that were seen as desirable for such teachers” (Lampert & Burnett, 
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2012). It is suggested that while academic ability and performance is a good starting point to 
identify exceptional teachers, it is essential to maintain a focus on the relational skills of 
educators as well. Amongst these specially selected pre-service teachers, with each practicum 
in a low socioeconomic school (selected by ICSEA level) apprehension and anxiety levels 
about working in a disadvantaged school were lowered and commitment to a career in the 
disadvantaged schooling sector intensified. This would seem to indicate that pre-service 
teachers who were more open to having their existing mindsets challenged, and were willing 
to learn from difficult teaching experiences found their suitability to work in complex 
educational areas increasing over time. In addition, as their expectations of students become 
increasingly positive, their desire to work in what are sometimes perceived to be more 
‘challenging’ schools increases. Substantiated conclusions found that NETDS graduates in 
their first year as fully qualified educators were prepared to acknowledge their lack of 
understanding, - to “suck at it sometimes” (Lampert & Burnett, 2012, p4), in the words of one 
participant. The research shows that this acceptance of themselves as outsiders to their school 
community with much to continue to learn seems to have been essential in them succeeding 
in their schools. In confronting their fear and disabling the pervasive sense of low 
expectations that they carried with them, they enabled the possibility of developing high 
expectations in progressive, useful ways. 
  In a similar study in the international context, research conducted by Curry (2013) in 
the United States, investigated how a mixed race class of pre-service teachers responded to 
perceived issues of ‘white privilege’ (p27) through analysing journal entries that were part of 
the participants’ university course. The research found that pre-service teachers from all 
cultural backgrounds carried pre-conceived ideas about how students in their future classes 
would behave and act, but black pre-service teachers were much more comfortable discussing 
issues of race and culture than their white counterparts. She also makes the argument that as 
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there is such a strong prevalence of white educators in America that the attitudes and 
preferences of this cultural group can feel like the only possible ‘norm’ due to their 
overwhelming majority. This makes it increasingly difficult for non-white educators to feel 
that their ways of thinking, being, and acting are being respected. This kind of cultural 
saturation has broader implications for education in Australia, a country that has similar 
levels of homogeny in its teaching workforce and a strong history of cultural and racial 
oppression (Nakata, 2001; Phillips, 2011).  
  In another United States study, Dickar (2008) explores the fears that many pre-service 
white educators felt in discussing issues of race. Namely, that explicit discussion of race or 
culture would leave them open to allegations of racism. Further, she states that their 
“reluctance to talk about race does not necessarily indicate that they are unaware of the 
significance of the issue.” (2008, p125). This provides a rationale which complicates the 
notion of a ‘colour blind’ teacher, offering a view that these perceptions may stem from 
anxiety and a desire to avoid causing offence, rather than out of a paternalistic desire to 
subjugate alternative cultures (Dickar, 2008). In either case, the surfacing and challenging of 
these fears may be used as the first step on the journey to creating high expectations 
relationships, particularly with disadvantaged students. 
  While there is ample evidence to suggest that teachers are exposed to culturally 
responsive ways of teaching throughout their schooling, and are asked to critically reflect 
upon their own cultures and behaviours, policy approaches (Altman, 2009; Lingard, 2010; 
Schwab, 2013) suggest that once in the classroom, these teachings are lost under the high 
pressure of a performance heavy environment. This lack of follow through in practicing what 
is theoretically agreed to be best practice only complicates notions of high expectations and 
creates more confusion as to their nature and how they are implemented.    
 
TEACHERS’ PERCEPTIONS OF HIGH EXPECTATIONS 
 
50 
 
2.7 Are High Expectations Measureable? 
   Research of this kind throws into sharp relief a nagging question – if we are pursuing 
high expectations, and accept that there are significantly (sometimes diametrically) different 
understandings of this notion,  how can they be adequately and accurately measured to reflect 
that outcomes have been achieved once they occur? 
  Au (2010) suggests that with the tests and structures that we use to measure 
achievement based upon unequal power systems, any attempt to measure achievement for 
any means other than the most superficial means is highly problematic. He argues that if we 
allow traditional methods of measurement to dominate how we see achievement and success, 
we are always going to see ‘failure’ from those groups that were not part of the dominant 
socio-cultural group on whose preferences, assumptions, and understandings of ‘success’ the 
system was based. The subjective and highly debated concept of high expectations is subject 
to the same power bias that dominates perceptions of achievement and success.  
  Nevertheless, policy approaches continue to be based upon a deficit understanding of 
what ‘disadvantaged’ students can offer in classrooms (see for example Wilson, 2014; 
Pearson, 2011b). Li (2011) argues that these approaches are part of a societal response to 
render complex issues (such as high expectations,) technical. In this way, complex issues are 
simplified to having “perceivable boundaries, specifiable limits, and particular 
characteristics” (2011, p57). Once these issues have been ‘rendered technical’ it would 
appear that there are easy solutions and targeted areas that need to be addressed for success to 
occur. Li argues that such approaches are not only uniformly unsuccessful, they cloud the real 
issue, which Li sees as the need for the public and governments to see the complex struggles 
and desires of people within these issues as legitimate. In other words, when the public 
discourse is reduced to seeking simple solutions to complex problems, it blinds the public to 
how these issues take form in the first place. With regard to measuring success in complex 
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matters, Li suggests that there should first be measured and meaningful engagement with 
those who are most being affected by the intervention.  
  The work of Luke et al (2013) concluded that while programs such as the Stronger 
Smarter Leadership Program might have some positive impact on children’s learning, there 
were many other variables that contributed to the improvement of student academic 
performance. In addition, they make the point that while there is little evidence that the SSLP 
has any effect on the performance of students, that this conclusion is drawn only by using 
conventional measures of achievement and success. 
  These interconnecting variables could be seen to have a similar effect on the 
assessments of Direct Instruction programs. After three years of implementation, researchers 
travelled to the remote Indigenous community of Hopevale in early 2012 to assess the 
effectiveness of Direct Instruction being used in the school (McCollow, 2012). While he 
noted that students seemed more confident when reading, and that they were keen to show off 
their literacy skills to him, McCollow also found that there was no notable gain in key 
metrics for student achievement (2012, p5-6). Ultimately, he found that it was still too soon 
to draw any meaningful conclusions about the effectiveness of the program on student 
outcomes. 
  One suggestion for measuring high expectations is to first have a clear and detailed 
understanding of how the individuals, schools, and systems understand high expectations 
(Gorringe & Spillman, 2008), value all input equally, and build a measurement system from 
there. How such a system would stand up to rigorous external scrutiny, however, remains to 
be seen. While this would not ameliorate the fact that measurement of such an intangible 
quality is still inherently problematic, this would at least help researchers to develop a 
convenient baseline from which to work. In addition, many researchers (Altman, 2009; 
TEACHERS’ PERCEPTIONS OF HIGH EXPECTATIONS 
 
52 
 
Fogarty, Schwab & Lovell, 2015; Sarra, 2011; Schwab, 2013) have stressed the importance 
of community engagement and relationships when working with Indigenous students.        
2.8 High Expectations Programs that focus on Teachers of Indigenous Students 
  In Australia, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students are considered amongst 
the most disadvantaged by the schooling system (Bourke et al, 2000; Bradley et al, 2007). As 
a result, much of the most relevant research around teachers’ high expectations has focused 
on improving teaching for Indigenous children 
  Before analysing the next aspect of the debate, which deals with different education 
programs, it is important to note that due both to mainstream acceptance of certain 
educational paradigms, and the nature of the programs themselves, there are differing levels 
of implementation of these programs. For example, the Direct Instruction program that is 
being utilised in schools in Queensland’s north is a day in, day out, prescriptive program that 
forms the basis of the schools’ approach to education. The Stronger Smarter Leadership 
Program, in contrast, is a five day program that teachers attend away from their schools and it 
is largely up to the individual to what extent the learnings from the program are implemented 
in the classroom. While this might appear to be comparing two vastly different programs it is 
important to note that this section seeks to give an overview as to what programs that focus 
on high expectations generally offer Indigenous students, and how they have been deified or 
criticised. The point is not to offer an evaluation myself, but to further illustrate that even 
within the seemingly small pool of programs that focus both on high expectations and 
Indigenous students, there is dissent about how best to understand and implement high 
expectations. 
   Before discussing the rise of prescriptive methods in the Australian education system, 
it is important to note the difference between direct instruction and the current traction of the 
program called Direct Instruction. The NIFDI (National Institute For Direct Instruction,) 
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(2014) states that Direct Instruction (capitalised,) is a ‘carefully scripted and structured’ 
method of education designed by Dr. Zig Engelmann in the 1960s in the United States. An 
educational experiment, entitled Project Follow Through, found that students instructed with 
Engelmann’s method consistently outperformed control groups in basic, cognitive, and 
problem solving areas (Engelmann, 1999).   
  By contrast, direct instruction (d.i,) is a set of variables that were found to be 
significantly relevant to student development by Barak Rosenshine and David Berliner 
(1978). These variables included such teaching components as feedback, small group work, 
and engaged time.  
  This research accepts the importance and success of both kinds of direct instruction, 
but rejects the central notion that either are in and of themselves a solution to the issues that 
we face in our education system. It is DI that primarily offers itself as the ultimate answer to 
educational problems, while d.i is considered basic instructional design elements that 
complement more social emotional methods of teaching.  
  Proponents of DI claim that there are a number of myths that exist around the 
methodology of the program. Tarver (1998) for example, insists that the strategies used in 
large DI have yielded success in a number of significantly different educational contexts, 
including teaching students with learning disabilities and students from ESL (English as a 
Second Language) backgrounds. While this is certainly true, it is significant to this study that 
there is an understanding that this ‘success’ is based upon existing education systems, ones 
that have long privileged a narrow set of preferences and capabilities that are only known 
instinctively to those with the relevant language coding and cultural background to decipher 
meaning (McGinty & Yunkaporta, 2009; Purdie et al, 2000). As such, there is an implication 
in any program that has created success in these systems that what people outside the relevant 
cultural contexts bring to the contact zone is less worthy. 
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  As with other didactic methods, proponents of Direct Instruction claim to have high 
expectations of their students – Hattie (2012), whose work on visible learning has been linked 
to and used as an argument for the Direct Instruction program being implemented in 
Indigenous communities in Aurukun and Coen (Pearson, 2011a), lists high expectations as 
having a large effect size in terms of impacting students’ achievement.  
  The 8 Ways Learning Framework (Yunkaporta, 2009) represents an approach that 
engages with Indigenous processes and pedagogies in order to create a more holistic 
definition of success. This framework suggests that current approaches towards engaging 
with Indigenous knowledge have focused on content, and that this has contributed to the 
failure of programs such as EATSIPS (Embedding Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
Perspectives in Schooling) to achieve any meaningful results (Yunkaporta, 2009). 
Yunkaporta argues that the better way to bring Indigenous knowledge into the modern 
educational space is as a set of processes and pedagogies which are universally useful. In his 
work, Yunkaporta (2009) argues for the need to see learning as a social experience, and 
argues that problems arise when learning is decontextualized and seen as operating in a 
vacuum (p47).  
  While not specifically aimed at developing or constructing high expectations, the 
general ideology behind 8 Ways concerns surfacing the assumptions and critiquing the ways 
that we have constructed notions of success and expectation in the past. In this way, the 
program helps to give educators alternative ways of not only engaging with students, but also 
viewing their own pedagogic practices and behaviours.  
  Yunkaporta critiques what he labels ‘the false dichotomy’ (p44) between Indigenous 
and Western knowledge systems. He suggests that part of the problem lies in the way that 
these differing systems are constantly constructed as in competition with each other, rather 
than each being able to compliment and resonate with the other. These aspects of the “8 
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ways” framework can be seen as precursors to the current debate about how teachers 
construct and maintain high expectations. His work also points to the fact that the very notion 
of high expectations may be culturally bound.  
  The SSLP is one of the most widely known programs that offers professional 
development for teachers which deals primarily with high expectations. The five day 
intensive program introduces teachers to a range of processes and activities designed to 
augment their skills in, and understandings of high expectations as they relate to education. It 
draws primarily on the work of Sarra (2005), and Gorringe and Spillman (2008), to construct 
a professional development program that instigates conversations among school leadership 
that may engender wholesale positive, lasting change.  
  It draws from a range of academic sources to assist with this construction, from the 
organizational culture work of Edgar Schein (1992), to the strategic management and 
complexity work of Ralph Stacey (2003). It also draws elements of its approach from the 
Mithaka people of south-west Queensland, and from the Yolgnu people of East Arnhem 
Land. This is important as it shows that Indigenous and non-Indigenous knowledges can 
come together to develop something both innovative and successful. The stated vision of 
SSLP is ‘enabling all people to honour and affirm positive identities and cultures, whilst 
thriving in contemporary societies’ (Stronger Smarter Institute, 2016b).  
  Despite the perceived success of the SSLP (Stronger Smarter Institute, 2016a), the 
findings of the study by Luke et al (2013) indicate that there are complexities in pursuing 
high expectations relationships, and that these need to be addressed by SSI. The most 
significant of these was that while programs such as SSLP recognised the existence of a 
pervasive deficit culture in the education system, particularly around students from low 
socio-economic areas, there was no evidence-based approach to alter and reform the effects 
of this phenomenon. This finding requires further investigation, as preliminary findings 
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indicate that while through one understanding of achievement (for example, NAPLAN 
testing), there appears to be little effect, the true influence of professional learning programs 
that focus on high expectations may be found in the classrooms of the teaching participants 
and how they relate to their students, their colleagues, and their community (Davis & Grose, 
2008; Lingard et al, 2001; Sleeter, 2010;). Also worth considering is the practical experience 
of school administrators in the country: that it takes time for the work of these programs to 
create widely noticeable change (Stronger Smarter Institute, 2016a).   
  The Stronger Smarter Institute, however, does not stand alone. There are a number of 
different programs which engage meaningfully with Indigenous learners. The Learning on 
Country (LoC) program, operating primarily in the Northern Territory (Fogarty, Schwab & 
Lovell, 2015), can be viewed  as a pedagogic program that takes the best of departmental 
policies but discards elements that are not relevant or useful for the particular context of the 
children. In another way, as a program that responded to and was shaped by the needs and 
desires of the local community, it can be viewed as a program of resistance – one that 
rejected the dominant education ideology which the local people regarded as failing their 
children, in favour of an education system with its roots firmly in local ways of being, 
knowing, and doing (Rigney, 1999). Both interpretations of the program represent a 
conscious rejection of the status quo for a radically different, innovative approach. 
  Learning on Country has experienced great success (Fogarty, Schwab, & Lovell, 
2015) in both engagement and attendance by adapting curriculum in such a way that the 
majority of teaching and learning is done outdoors, and in partnership with North Australian 
Indigenous Land and Sea Management Association (NAILSMA). Children want to attend 
school because they are engaged with the lessons, they see how it is relevant to their lives and 
their culture, and they see land and sea management as both a culturally respected and highly 
desirable profession. A great deal of autonomy is granted to instructors, who were also 
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heavily involved in the negotiation and creation of the content in LoC lessons. In this way, 
the program represents an educational approach that values and enacts the strengths and 
capabilities of its educators. This is in stark contrast to other educative approaches that are 
undeniably representative of the path that is most endorsed by governmental policy.  
  In Aotearoa New Zealand, the Te Kotahitanga program (Bishop et al, 2009), is aimed 
at re-engaging Maori students with school; a problem that remains one of New Zealand’s 
most pressing social issues (Bishop et al, 2009). The main focus of Te Kotahitanga is to give 
students a positive sense of cultural identity (Bishop & Berryman, 2007), to support teachers 
to meaningfully engage with both the students and their whanau. They did this by first 
creating ‘effective teacher profiles’ (ETPs) in consultation with the students to give teachers 
an understanding of the expectations that the students themselves had for their learning. This 
is an innovative reinterpretation of high expectations, which traditionally are set by teachers 
and administrators and form the standard that we ask children to strive for. This program 
inverts that assumption and starts with what the children want from their teachers.  
  The success of Te Kotahitanga is well noted (Bishop & Berryman, 2007; Bishop et al, 
2009; Meyer et al, 2010). In an evaluative study conducted in 2010 (Meyer et al), the 
researchers found that the whanau of the students reported that students loved coming to 
school and had improved their attendance, that teachers were successfully implementing the 
program in their classrooms which led to positive changes in classroom practice, and that the 
students themselves felt that the teachers genuinely cared both about their learning and the 
insight that they could offer as Maori.   
2.9 Summary   
  While there are have been many legitimate and well-meaning attempts to address the 
perceived failure of Australian schools (particularly with regard to Indigenous students,) there 
can be no doubt that a pervasive and disabling deficit discourse exists around attempts to 
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address this failure. This deficit paradigm dominates discussion of Australian schooling, and 
is, therefore, the starting point for the majority of policy that concerns education. While the 
literature is in general agreement that high expectations are essential to the successful 
teaching of students, The deficit paradigm has divided researchers of high expectations into 
two camps – those who agree that high expectations are exclusively about outcomes, and 
therefore need a deficit focus as a means of measurement, and those that see high 
expectations as being about more than outcomes, and view the teacher’s role more 
holistically. Currently, the debate is so fierce as to render any constructive discussion about 
the concept unintelligible. Most significantly for this research, there is a gap in exploring 
what happens in the classrooms of educators who have been through training which 
challenges current policy approaches. These teachers are implementing the processes and 
skills of high expectations on a daily basis, and have varying opinions how they view, 
construct, and discuss high expectations. It is hoped that my investigation will provide us 
with information about these experiences, which will help inform further debate. 
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Chapter 3: Research Design 
3.1 Overview 
   The purpose of this chapter is to articulate the research design used to answer the 
research questions outlined in Chapter 1. This research uses a qualitative research design to 
explore educators’ discourses of high expectations, with the aim of providing insight into 
how these expectations affect the students in their class. The project’s participants have 
previously undertaken the Stronger Smarter Leadership Program, specifically designed to 
help educators engage more effectively with their students, colleagues, and wider school 
community through the creation of high expectations relationships.  
 In pursuing this end, I have identified three key research questions that arise out of the 
gap in the literature around high expectations:  
Q1. What discourses are used to describe high expectations relationships, and how are they 
explained and understood by informed teachers? 
Q2. How do perceptions of high expectations vary between teachers? 
Q3. How do different teachers explain the practical implementation of these relationships? 
 3.2 Description of Subjects 
The sample of six participants chosen for this study is diverse in many ways, and this 
diversity augments the depth of the data as well as offering increased contrast and insight into 
the nature of high expectations as they are perceived by a relatively diverse group of teachers.  
  Experience ranged from ‘beginning’ to well established. Some participants had taught 
in remote and very remote schools, while others had only taught at their current school. At 
the time of the interviews, all teachers taught in an urban setting. The participants had 
experienced a number of roles in their teaching career, some having been principals and 
administrators, while others brought extra and co-curricular experience to our discussions. 
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There were three male and three female participants, with three being Indigenous and three 
non-Indigenous. While it was a requirement of the project that each participant had attended 
the Stronger Smarter Leadership Program, several participants have moved into different 
roles since their time with the program (see Appendix A).  
  Both the one-on one interviews and the focus group elicited a rich and varied 
collection of responses. During the interviews, participants reflected on their past and current 
perceptions of high expectations as teachers, and a dynamic and lively interplay of ideas were 
exchanged during the yarning circle phase of data collection. The six interviewees are 
identified by the pseudonyms Mike, Tony, George, Dani, Karen, and Irene.   
  Each interview consisted of roughly an hour of semi-structured questions and 
responses, and the focus group roughly an hour and a half of group yarning (this term is 
further explained later in this chapter). The interviews were conducted over the phone for the 
benefit of the participants’ busy professional lives, and the focus group was held in the 
meeting room of one of the participants’ schools (Name of school withheld for ethical 
reasons).  
  I transcribed the data, codified it, analysed it, and organised it into relevant themes. A 
more thorough explanation of my process is outlined in Section 3.4 Research Design.    
  While it is believed the study has broader implications for the Australian education 
system, the teachers in this study were purposefully selected (after they expressed interest) 
because of their experience working in schools which are consistently framed in terms of 
deficit and where students have been seen to be trapped in discourses of low expectations: 
Indigenous students, students coming from low socio-economic areas, or both.  
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3.3 Methodology 
  3.3.1 Qualitative Research  
  A qualitative approach has been chosen as the best design for this research for several 
reasons, some of them generally applicable to research in education, and some of them 
specific to this particular piece of research. 
  To begin, research into education, particularly research that may question the 
foundations of the current system, is both extremely complex and can be viewed as extremely 
subjective (Silverman, 2010). As noted previously, proponents of radically differing 
pedagogies may truly and completely believe that their methods demonstrate high 
expectations of students. A qualitative design seeks to gain insight into experiences and 
opinions of individuals, rather than pursuing data that offers statistical evidence to support or 
denounce a thesis (Silverman, 2010). In this case, a quantitative counting of the data is 
irrelevant – the research questions seek answers that can only be gathered and analysed from 
multiple perspectives. 
   A purposeful sample of Stronger Smarter Leadership Program alumni was 
used to investigate discourses of high expectations. Ethical clearance was obtained and 
permission sought from participants in order to satisfy ethical requirements (see 3.4 Ethics 
and also Appendix B). 
  3.3.2  Indigenist Research and its links to Indigenist Standpoint Theory 
   Rigney (1999) lays out three fundamental and interrelated principles for Indigenist 
research. The first is the principle of resistance. Indigenist research must engage with issues 
that have arisen out of the oppression Indigenous people have faced and overcome. It also 
accepts as a fundamental objective the enabling or acceleration of healing of emotional or 
mental wounds caused by that oppression. The ‘scourge of low expectations’ (Sarra, 2012, 
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p114) is clearly an issue that has been with Indigenous people since the earliest points of 
colonization. Throughout the Protection Era (Skuthorpe & Sveiby, 2006) our ways of being 
and doing were continually subjugated in favour of the beliefs of the white colonial majority, 
a subjugation whose legacy continues today in policy, media, and government rhetoric 
(McCallum & Waller, 2013). This masters research project engages with the perspectives and 
discourses of teachers who have been socialised into these beliefs, and yet have taken part in 
a professional learning program that resists these ideas, seeking to understand high 
expectations in ways free of social power structures. 
  The second principle is that of political integrity. Indigenist research should be carried 
out by Indigenous people. This is not to deny the importance of research and theorizing on 
Indigenous issues carried out by non-Indigenous researchers, merely to accept that as 
Indigenous researchers are “more accountable, not only to their institutions, but also to their 
communities” (Rigney, 1999, p118), it is certainly appropriate that Indigenous Australians 
have the opportunity to speak through Indigenous Australian researchers. This research 
project was shaped and developed as it is perceived by the researcher – and thus must take 
into account my own understandings and bias as a cultural being and as an Indigenous man. 
In this research, I draw on some aspects of both Indigenist Standpoint Theory (IST), (Nakata, 
2001) and Indigenist research methodology (McGinty & Yunkaporta, 2009). IST accepts that 
knowledge is culturally and contextually based, and is affected by the cultural background of 
the observer (Nakata, 2001). As such, locating myself within a historical and cultural context 
is essential to the data collection process of this project. Furthermore, it could be argued that 
instructional design that does not include IST when researching matters relevant to 
Indigenous people is flawed at its very basis, limiting it in scope and inherently privileging 
the views of the white, colonial majority (Nakata, 2001; Phillips, 2011; Rigney, 1999). 
  The third principle concerns the privileging of Indigenous voices. In Indigenist 
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research there must be a social link between the research and the political struggle of our 
communities (Rigney, 1999). Aboriginal teachers make up less than 2% of the overall 
teaching profession, and yet there is an increasing push for Indigenous issues to be seen as 
integral to educational framework of all Australian schools (Davis & Grose, 2008; Hart et al, 
2012). Some argue that this means that when discussing issues that concern Indigenous 
people, seeking representation commensurate with the overall population is woefully 
inadequate, and punishes Indigenous people through lack of representation due to historical 
disadvantage and cultural genocide (Nakata, 2001). To respond to this inadequacy, 
Indigenous Australian teachers make up 50% of the studied group which I believe is a fair 
representation to investigate the research questions. While this is not ‘privileging’ Indigenous 
voices, precisely, it is an attempt to provide some equity in the conversation when seeking 
answers relating to high expectations.    
  Although the Stronger Smarter Institute has a historical basis, or ‘cultural footprint’ 
(Davis-Warra, Dooley, & Exley, 2011, p19) in the educational history of Indigenous students 
in Australia, investigation into discourses of high expectations cannot derive all 
understandings of high expectations from Indigenous people exclusively. To do so would be 
to deny the multi-faceted and deeply complex nature of Indigenous affairs in this country and 
an education system that continues to be shaped by laws, policy, and practice sometimes 
unfamiliar to and highly biased against Indigenous peoples. As an example of this 
complexity, I am an Indigenous man who is a product of this social and educational climate – 
having been educated at ‘elite’ schools and universities which, upon reflection, compromised 
and problematized my Indigeneity.  
  Rigney (1999, pp115 -116) argues that research concerning and conducted by 
Indigenous people, which he terms ‘Indigenist Research’ should exist fundamentally to free 
groups from conditions of domination and powerlessness, and serve to emancipate and give 
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voice to the oppressed. In terms of how this affects a conscientious and socially responsible 
researcher, Rigney asserts that it would be naïve to deny that educational institutions have not 
been “marinated in racial and social engineering theories” (1999, p111). While my research is 
conducted with both Indigenous and non-Indigenous respondents, and does not seek the 
exclusive voice of Indigenous teachers or young people, the intent is that it will serve the 
same aims as Indigenist research, giving voice to teachers and analysing how they discuss 
high expectations.  
  There are those who would argue that historically, academic research has been all 
about power (Nakata, 2001; Rigney, 1999). It has privileged the voices of the cultural 
majority while marginalising those whose voices, knowledge, histories, and experiences are 
deemed to be irrelevant. Indigenist research seeks to amend this, by using methodologies and 
research approaches that honour these previously marginalised viewpoints. This requires an 
acknowledgement on the part of the researcher that they have been part of the social 
formations that have informed and shaped current research practices that have denied, at least 
in part, Indigenous social formations (Rigney, 1999).   
 3.4 Research Design 
 As previously noted, this study consists of two data sets collected over a period of 
three months. These sets include one-on-one, semi structured interviews, and a focus group 
discussion modelled on traditional Indigenous conversational protocols (i.e. yarning).  
  Six teachers that have participated in the Stronger Smarter Leadership Program 
expressed interest in the research and identified themselves as willing to participate. By 
coincidence, these teachers came from a small geographic area, but were from four different 
schools. Semi-structured interviews drawing on an Indigenist Research Design (Rigney, 
1999), were held with these teachers both in a group setting and individually which focused 
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on how the teachers made sense of and implemented high expectations in their classrooms. 
Each participant had completed the SSLP at least a year previously, so were familiar with the 
processes of the SSLP, but had ample time to form their own opinions on how to make sense 
of high expectations.  
  A single focus group was held approximately one month after the interviews, with 
three of the participants who all taught in the same school. This focus group explored how 
discourses of high expectations developed between teachers from the same school and 
whether there were competing discourses between what teachers said individually and what 
they said in the group. Data from these interviews also captured how individual teachers felt 
about the importance of high expectations in the classroom setting, and how they ensured 
positive outcomes for students.  
  A combination of homogenous and purposive sampling was used to select participants 
in the study. Homogenous sampling is defined as “samples of individuals or sites based on 
membership in a sub-group that has defining characteristics” (Cresswell, 2014, p436), in this 
case teachers who have undergone training in the SSLP, while the purposive sampling of 
participants is because their selection is dependent on their expression of interest in 
participating in the project.  
  Participants were encouraged to share narratives about their experiences engaging 
with colleagues, students, and community, with specific reference to high expectations. The 
perspectives presented in these narratives were used to investigate how high expectations 
were discussed and understood by these teachers.  
  These methods were chosen because there is a lack of insight into how teachers who 
have undergone training in the construction and development of expectations view and 
discuss high expectations at the conclusion of their training. While this resulted in only a 
small sample size, it has been established that the nature of this research is a ‘deep dive’ 
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(Cresswell, 2014) which investigates the way high expectations manifest and are regarded in 
a particular place and time by a particular group of individuals. I discuss the limitations and 
advantages of a small sample size further in Section 3.4.3 Ethical Considerations and 
Limitations.  
  To code, organize, and analyse the information, a standard process for thematic 
analysis was applied (Cresswell, 2014). Firstly, each transcript was divided into separate 
‘chunks’ or ideas consistent with responses to the research questions. These chunks were then 
carefully studied and analysed, and each chunk was labelled with a general theme that 
characterised the participant’s response. In the case of the interviews, this resulted in thirty-
two separate themes, and in the case of the focus group, twenty-four. These themes were then 
condensed down into ‘master themes’ which encompassed four or more of the original 
themes. Each of these master themes were labelled in a way that best encapsulated the 
responses of each participant, which meant that some of the master themes bore the same 
label as one of the sub-themes, while some were completely new. In some cases these themes 
were easily explained in only a few words, while in others it was necessary to explain the 
themes in more complex ways. This is significant because it demonstrates the complexity of 
some of the ideas the participants were attempting to communicate, further indicating that 
high expectations are not easily conceived, implemented, or even explained.  
  These master themes were decided upon by developing a close understanding of the 
relevant literature, in compliance with generally agreed upon practice for thematic analysis 
processes (Aronson, 1994). This understanding of the literature enabled me to make 
inferences and connections that may not have been immediately visible (Aronson, 1994).  
  For the interviews, six master themes were identified. In the case of the focus group, 
there were four. These master themes form the sub-sections of analysis in Chapters 4 and 5, 
for the interviews and the focus group respectively.  
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  3.4.1 Semi Structured Interviews 
  Semi structured interviews are defined by Merriam (2009, p90) as interviews in which 
“the questions are more flexibly worded and consist of a mix of more or less structured 
questions”, allowing the researcher to respond to and be shaped by the situation as it unfolds, 
and fully explore the emerging worldview of the respondent. Fontana and Frey (2000, p645) 
comment that these are “one of the most powerful ways in which we try to understand our 
fellow human beings. Freebody (2006, p194), also notes that ‘interviews can offer insight 
into individuals’ constructed worlds and the ways they present these constructions…”. It is 
clear that exploring personal perspectives requires the use of interviews, both in focus groups 
and individually, as it provides the research with the anecdotal and contextual evidence that is 
vital to an understanding of these interactions. 
  One-on-one interviews are primarily used with participants who are “not hesitant to 
speak, who are articulate, and who can share ideas comfortably,” (Cresswell, 2014, p240). I 
believe that each of the teachers in this research project satisfy each of these three criteria. In 
addition, the use of one-on one interviews with participants nullifies another possible 
weakness of the focus group discussions: that participants may not contribute effectively if 
they perceive that their points or ideas have already been discussed by another participant. 
  It is important to utilise a method of data collection that honours and caters for 
individual perspectives while accepting that opinions and understanding may shift radically 
over time, especially considering the subjective nature of the research. As such, the questions 
were designed to elicit stories and responses from each participant, capturing a broad 
understanding of their perceptions around high expectations, while also allowing for them to 
offer nuanced and technical responses to further clarify their perspectives. 
  The questions the participants were asked to respond to were:  
1) How do you show your students that you have high expectations of them? 
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2) Tell me the story of a time you created a high expectations relationship with someone. 
3) How did this high expectations relationship impact upon your career as a teacher? 
4) What is the (if any) critical factor in constructing these relationships? 
5) What are some of the limiting factors in sustaining these relationships?  
6) What are some specific advantages you see in the students with whom you have 
formed high expectations? 
  3.4.2 Focus Group Interview (Drawing on yarning) 
  The usefulness of focus group interviews to collect data in qualitative studies has been 
well documented (Atkinson & Silverman, 1997; Cresswell, 2014; Merriam, 2009). They are 
defined as “an interview on a topic with a group of people who have knowledge of the topic” 
(Merriam, 2009, p93). A key strength of the focus group in this study is that it will allow the 
interaction and collective sense-making that will yield the best results for a conversation on 
how high expectations manifest in the classroom. As Patton (2002, p386) notes, “participants 
get to hear each other’s responses and make additional comments beyond their own original 
responses as they hear what other people have to say”. A weakness of focus group interviews 
is that there is generally so much going on in a larger group that researchers have trouble 
identifying individual voices and underlying themes. Cresswell (2014) suggests that the ideal 
size for focus group interviews are typically four to six participants. For the purpose of this 
study, the focus group consisted of four participants, including the researcher, nullifying, or 
at least mitigating, this weakness. 
  What made a focus group particularly fitting for this research is, in the observation of 
Macnaghten and Myers (2006), that “focus groups work best for topics people could talk to 
each other about in their everyday lives – but don’t” (p65). This voluntary disconnect from 
the discussion of high expectations (as mentioned in chapter 2) is of particular importance if 
we are to arrive at an answer to the research questions. In addition, one of the key research 
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questions concerns how high expectations are practically implemented by teachers in 
classrooms. To explore a question like this fully requires the interactive and dynamic 
interplay of ideas that take place in interviews of this kind, as evidenced in the research 
conducted by Bishop and Berryman (2007). 
  The focus group structure and implementation was based upon yarning circle 
conversational protocol, or ‘community yarning’ (Davis & Grose, 2008, p2), which is also 
closely related to whanau learning structures (Smith, 1999). This modification of the 
traditional focus group structure is to reflect the processes and protocols that the teachers 
learned and engaged with while at the Stronger Smarter Leadership Program, as well as to 
honour the Indigenist methodology (McGinty & Yunkaporta, 2009; Rigney, 1999) that are 
the roots of this research. Researchers such as Cresswell (2014), Gee (2014), and Wooffitt 
(2005) all mention that the quality and reliability of data is increased when interviewees are 
in an environment where they are comfortable and trust the researcher.   
  Community yarning and traditional focus groups differ in that the inherent power 
structure of interviewer/interviewees is disabled in community yarning (Davis & Grose, 
2008). In this way, the interviewer is part of the ‘group yarn’, allowing the conversation to 
develop organically rather than attempting to guide the discussion with focus questions. 
Rather, focus questions are identified early in the focus group, and then conversation is 
allowed to develop naturally, rather than organising the conversation into sections of 
information under the research questions. The researchers’ perspectives, opinions, and 
reflections are equally valid and able to be explored in concert with the perspectives, 
opinions, and reflections of the interview subjects. This view of researcher as participant is 
inherent in a constructivist approach to research (Cresswell, 2014), and yet has been part of 
Indigenous ways of being for untold centuries – in that those who seek answers must accept 
that they themselves are a part of constructing them (Skuthorpe & Sveiby, 2006).   
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  The group were emailed the questions prior to the focus group and were reminded of 
them at the beginning of the yarn. These questions were informed by the participants’ 
individual responses in the one-on-one interviews and were constructed to clarify, build upon, 
or otherwise incite the interplay of ideas and competing discourses between the participants. 
The focus group questions are as follows:  
1) What is the meaning, or purpose, of education as you see it? 
2) How do you make sense of a high expectations agenda? 
3) To what extent do you feel that current education and procedure theoretically support 
a high expectations agenda? 
4) How do you feel current education policy and procedure understand the practicalities 
of creating high expectations agendas? 
5) Share with us a story of high expectations operating in your school. What do they 
look like? 
6) In terms of high expectations, what would make your job easier in working with your 
students? 
  3.4.3 Thematic Analysis 
 Thematic analysis was used to interrogate the project data. Thematic analysis is 
defined as a method for identifying and analysing patterns of meaning in a dataset (Braun et 
al, 2014).  The end result of a thematic analysis should “highlight the most salient 
constellations of meanings present in the dataset” (Joffe, 2012, p210). When exploring the 
contentious and subjective constructions of high expectations, an approach that gives insight 
into multiple perspectives, treating each of them as equally valid as the other, is what is 
needed over an approach that seeks to systemically and categorically denounce certain 
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perspectives while favouring others. This approach was particularly important considering 
the different roles and experience in teaching of the research participants – thematic analysis 
disables any perceptions of hierarchy that might disrupt other methods of analysis.  
  It is noted that the deduction of meaning that underpins a set of manifest themes 
requires interpretation, and is thus subject to the researchers own personal biases and 
perceptions (Joffe, 2012). It is important, therefore, that the researcher is cognizant of the 
literature that has governed and shaped thinking in the particular field the thematic analysis is 
being conducted upon, so that their perceptions are as well informed as possible. As such, the 
literature review included in this research is organised into clear and separate sections that 
explore high expectations from a range of different educational paradigms, as well as 
analysing the problems that arise from policy approaches that understand high expectations 
from only a single viewpoint.  
3.5 Ethics 
  3.5.1  Ethical Considerations and Limitations 
  All participants were made fully aware that they were participating in a research 
project, that participation in the project was voluntary, and that their information would be 
kept private. My role as a researcher was clearly defined and documented, as all the 
participants knew that I was (at the time of the interviews) an employee of the Stronger 
Smarter Institute. Participants were clearly informed that in no way did the research seek to 
evaluate or justify the approaches of the Stronger Smarter Leadership Program, nor were 
teachers’ responses to this research made available to the Stronger Smarter Institute. 
Responses are also re-identifiable, and for the use of this research only.  
  It might be argued that due to the small sample size, this research makes broad and 
inaccurate generalisations about high expectations, but it is my belief that a larger sample size 
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was not useful in a project of this kind; which seeks to deeply understand the discourses of 
high expectations that teachers utilize in their classrooms. In fact, some would argue that ‘the 
overall ability of a researcher to provide an in depth picture diminishes with the addition of 
each new individual’ (Cresswell, 2014, p231; Silverman, 2010).    
  In addition, Sacks (1992), notes the ‘obvious pervasiveness of social forms’ (p485). 
He argues that a small sample is sufficient to make broad generalisations because of the 
pervasiveness of structures that exist within a studied group, as long as researchers are 
working with the most basic definition of social order. In this instance, the studied group 
consists of teachers from a single school who have undergone specific training in creating 
and sustaining high expectations relationships with their students. Due to the homogenous 
and pervasiveness of ‘teaching culture’ and social structures across this group, it is fitting that 
the nature of high expectations was probed using only a small sample of teachers as a case 
study. 
  The argument of Alasuutari (1995) is also compelling that ‘generalisation’ is perhaps 
the wrong word for what a truly ‘deep dive’ case study aims to do. Rather, ‘the researcher 
should demonstrate that the analysis relates to things beyond just the material at hand” 
(pp156-157). He suggests that the word ‘extrapolation’ better captures what case studies 
should aim to do. It is hoped, then, that this research be viewed as a single case that can be 
extrapolated to encapsulate how high expectations are viewed by some teachers with prior 
knowledge or training in this area.    
  Finally, the research investigates relationships only from the teacher’s perspective 
(while using Indigenist research methodology to understand alternative viewpoints.) This 
may be problematic in that relationships cannot be accurately measured without input from 
all who are part of these relationships, for example, students and community (Rubie-Davies 
et al, 2006). As the research only seeks to gain a specific and deep insight into teacher 
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perceptions, it is believed that this is a minor limitation. In fact, in my final chapter I express 
the hope that research of this kind will help to instigate further, broader analysis in future, and 
give some examples of possible paths for future study.  
  3.5.2   Researcher’s relationship to the Stronger Smarter Institute 
  As a former employee of the Stronger Smarter Institute, the organisation that provided 
the participants of this study with professional training in high expectations, it might be 
argued that there was a conflict of interests that exists in conducting this research. In no way 
is this research evaluative of the specific approaches employed by the Stronger Smarter 
Institute, but merely offers an understanding of how teachers have employed this training to 
discuss high expectations with relation to their students. 
  While conceding that insider research requires close attention to a number of 
complexities, Brannick and Coghlan (2007) ultimately conclude that there is no reason why 
‘being native’ to a research topic is problematic. Indeed, they postulate that the value of being 
an insider is well worth affirming. Their work makes the claim that we are all insiders of 
many different systems, that “the knowledge we have of these systems is rich and complex” 
(2007, p60), and that this knowledge should be valued as giving vital information to a 
research project.  
  While espousing the benefits of insider research, Brannick and Coghlan (2007, pp 66-
67) also make the distinction that there are pitfalls for the inside researcher. Pre-
understanding, the concept that detailed and ingrained knowledge of a research topic may 
lead to a ‘blindness’ to observations and viewpoints of research subjects is something which 
purveyors of insider research must always be aware, and attempt to resist while conducting 
research. The conversational yarning process mitigated this risk, as its main function is to 
disable hierarchies in the conversation and accept all viewpoints, including that of the 
researcher, as essential to creating meaning. This means that while my ‘blindness’ may have 
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been a factor if I was offering a single perspective on high expectations without consultation, 
the nature of the group interaction meant that the other members of the focus group would 
point out when I was perhaps too close to a topic or conversation point, and help me to accept 
and entertain alternative viewpoints.   
  The participants were all aware of my former role as a facilitator, but it was explicitly 
explained to each of them that this research was not being conducted on behalf of the 
Stronger Smarter Institute, and that my role in the research was purely as an academic 
researcher. All relevant ethical clearance was obtained (See Appendix B).  
  3.5.3 Conducting Indigenous Research as an Indigenous Man 
  In one sense, insider research refers to the kind of research that is conducted by 
people who belong to the organisation they are researching. I outline my approach to this 
particular complexity above. There is, however, another kind of insider research that I need to 
address in undertaking this research project; insider research as an Indigenous man 
researching issues that directly affect Indigenous people. 
  Smith (1999, p140), asserts that insider research must be “as ethical and respectful, as 
reflexive and critical, as outsider research”. She makes this assertion to illustrate that while 
Indigenous research carried out by Indigenous researchers is a necessary measure to offer 
insights and understanding that has traditionally been marginalised, it must be subject to the 
same rigours and criticism as research conducted by non-Indigenous researchers. As she 
states, “The comment that ‘she or he lives it, therefore they know’ certainly validates 
experience, but for researchers to assume that their own experience is all that is required is 
arrogant” (1999, p140). In this project, this will be mediated by the use of an Indigenist 
Research Methodology (McGinty & Yunkaporta, 2009; Rigney, 1999), which outlines my 
historical, cultural, and social context as it exists at the time of writing. While within an 
Indigenist Research Methodology it is impossible to truly say that the researcher is 
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completely objective, this context narrative will allow me to investigate if my own biases and 
beliefs are influencing the analysis of the data (Rigney, 1999).  
  Another possible issue for insider research is the complexities that arise from the 
results of the research being made publicly available while the researcher still lives and works 
in the community that has been researched (Smith, 1999). While I have moved on from the 
Stronger Smarter Institute, I still maintain strong connections to many of the employees and 
graduates of the SSLP. Great care was taken throughout the research project to maintain and 
respect these relationships. In addition, Smith states that in most cases, communities and 
individuals being researched must be convinced that the research being conducted is truly in 
their best interests and will benefit them in some way, regardless of whether the researcher is 
Indigenous or not. In this case, participants were fully aware of the research goals and 
aspirations of the project, and participation in the study was entirely voluntary. The 
participants all saw value in what the research could offer their communities, and this helped 
their decision to participate in the study. 
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Chapter 4: Data Analysis – Interviews 
4.1 Overview 
  The main purpose of this study is to explore what the term, ‘high expectations’, means 
to a selected group of teachers who have been trained in their implementation through one 
specific educational leadership program. While high expectations forms the basis of the 
approach of the Stronger Smarter Institute (as outlined in Chapter 1,) and teachers’ 
expectations of students have been discussed by several prominent educational theorists (as 
discussed in Chapter 2,) there is a gap in the literature exploring the attitudes, beliefs, and 
perceptions of teachers who have been through professional development specifically aimed 
toward and catering for the construction and preservation of these expectations in the 
classroom.  
 The ‘focus group’, based upon community yarning (Davis & Grose, 2008) was held 
four weeks after the completion of the one-on-one interviews, and as such the comments, 
opinions, and understandings of the interviews were used to help construct questions for the 
focus group which would continue to explore and engage with emerging themes in more 
depth. It also allowed  insight into how high expectations were interpreted and implemented 
by teachers who work at the same school – one that has explicitly accepted and worked 
towards building a culture of high expectations with their students, staff, and community.   
   As such, the analysis section of this thesis is split into two chapters. The first analyses 
the six interviews conducted with a range of participants who had taken part in the Stronger 
Smarter Leadership Program. The second explores the data gleaned from a yarning circle 
held with three of these participants, all of whom teach at the same metropolitan high school. 
Each section explores a number of key themes that arose from the discussion (Cresswell, 
2014; Merriam, 2009), and draws conclusions about the perceived nature of high expectations 
from these themes. 
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4.2 Data Collection I – Interviews 
  Interviews were conducted in the third and fourth terms (September-November) of 
2015. Participants were asked the following questions as a guide to stimulate yarning about 
high expectations:  
1) How do you show your students you have high expectations of them? 
2) Tell me the story of a time you created a high expectations relationship with someone. 
3) How did this high expectations relationship impact upon your career as a teacher? 
4) What is the (if any) critical factor in constructing these relationships? 
5) What are some of the limiting factors in sustaining these relationships? 
6) What are some specific advantages you see in the students with whom you have 
formed high expectations? 
Participant responses were recorded, transposed, codified, and analysed.  During the coding, 
six themes were identified. Each of these themes is presented now in relation to the research 
questions.  
  4.2.1 Theme 1: Building and Maintaining Caring Relationships as part of having 
High Expectations 
  (I think) you need to look at each student individually… seeing them as unique 
cultural beings and not just a student or a number. It’s not about what I can do TO them, it’s 
about what we can do together. Mike 
 As outlined in Chapter 2, there is a growing body of evidence, from a variety of 
perspectives, that suggests building and maintaining relationships with students is essential 
work for successful teachers. While Sarra (2005) makes this claim directly referring to high 
expectations relationships, Delpit (1988) and Phillips (2011) are concerned with culturally 
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appropriate pedagogies. A natural progression of this research is to explore how teachers 
themselves form and nurture these relationships both within the classroom and without. The 
data gained from these interviews suggests that while there is a strong consensus that 
relationship building is an essential part of having high expectations, there are myriad and 
diverse ways in which individual teachers build these relationships with their students, even 
among teachers who have undergone the same professional development targeting high 
expectations and their associated relationships.  
  There seems to be consensus among the six respondents that the first step in 
constructing the relationship is to understand the socio/cultural context of the learner. 
Examples of interview statements that emphasised the importance of knowing the students’ 
home life, economic situation or background include this reflection from participant Mike:  
“Look at them (students) as unique cultural beings, not just a student or a number.” Mike. 
or this one from Irene: 
“If they do have problems, whether it be drugs or any kind of sexual issues, I give them my 
support. So I support them not just in the classroom, but outside it as well.” Irene 
or this from Karen: 
“In the settings I’ve worked in they’re not coming from a perfect background where they’ve 
had breakfast or they’ve had a good sleep or they have both parents at home... I understand 
that context.” Karen  
  However, it is folly to assume that we intimately know the individual simply because 
of their ethnicity, family, or economic status (Delpit, 1988; Gorringe et al, 2011; Spillman, 
2013). Each participant, when asked to reflect on how they form relationships with students, 
identified that they start with an open dialogue, which has been identified as similar to 
“genuine two way communication” (Byrnes, 1993; Wunungmurra, 1989). 
  Wunungmurra outlines two way communication as a negotiated way of being 
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between Yolgnu mob of the Northern Territory and Balanda (non-Indigenous people). He 
stresses that this way of being should not simply be seen as a way for people form two 
separate ethnic cultures to communicate – he uses the example of different moieties within 
Yolgnu using two way processes to sort out conflicts and share knowledge – but genuine two 
way should be used between any two groups or people as a means to help them understand 
each other better. While incredibly complex in its construction, two way relating can 
probably best be described as a flattening of the power structure. In this way, it relates quite 
significantly to Stronger Smarter processes of equal power relating (2015).  
  Several participants identified that while two-way communication was important, it 
was incumbent upon the teacher, the adult and paid professional in the relationship, to 
instigate the relationship. They commented on how important it was to begin each morning 
with a friendly greeting and to try to engage the student in some way. One in particular railed 
against the perceived ‘common wisdom’ amongst educators that new teachers to a school 
should not smile until Easter.  
 “No mate. No. A thing the most gifted teacher I’ve ever seen said to me was, Tony, ALWAYS 
show that you care.” Tony 
  Tony was averse to ideas and pedagogies which separated him from his students, 
preferring a less traditional, more flat power structure. Tony’s stated philosophy was that in 
the context of the school, he had more experience, better understanding, and it was his 
responsibility to share that knowledge, in order to help his students be the best they could 
possibly be.  
  However, Tony also acknowledged that there were contexts where students knew 
more than he did, and in these situations, he was happy to take on the role of student.  
“I reckon there are probably 10-15 different situations a day in which I’ve had to learn off 
kids as much as they’ve learned off me.” Tony 
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  This ‘humbling’ experience made him feel vulnerable, but enforced the high 
expectations of trust that he had in his students. In this way, high expectations were used to 
strengthen and build upon the student/teacher relationships.   
  Tony shared a story in which a young girl who had come from a war torn country 
arrived in his class with severe trauma and burns to 95% of her body. Her skin would burn 
easily in the sun and she could not speak English. On a school trip where they were required 
to go canoeing, Tony held back the class because he assumed the young girl would not be 
able to participate. After a while, she tapped him on the shoulder and paddled in the air, 
grinning. She wanted to get out on the lake with her friends.  
  Tony reflects that he had made an assumption based upon what he thought he knew of 
the girl – that she would not want to engage in outdoor activities because of the physical and 
emotional trauma she had received in her life. Tony considers this moment one of the 
defining ones of his teaching career. He realised that he was carrying with him a set of 
assumptions and beliefs about the capabilities of the children he was working with and 
resolved that this was in fact representative of having low expectations of them. 
  This story illustrates the importance of dialogue and conversation in creating a 
relationship with students. In a similar way, participant George related that his teaching 
career would have been much more difficult if he had not embraced genuine ‘two way’ 
(Wunungmurra, 1989) strategies in communicating with students early on.  
“One thing we run the risk of, as educators, is being too serious and too cold with the kids. 
I’m a relational leader… for me establishing those close relationships with everybody is the 
key.” George 
  George also reflected that he created relationships by engaging in physical contact 
with the students. He stressed that affection, for him, was a key part of establishing 
relationships and that as a tactile person, his natural predisposition was to pat students on the 
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back, or slap them a high five when they had done something well and should be proud of 
their efforts. He pointed out that many of the students he had taught in his career had not 
received positive physical feedback and he considered in an important learning milestone in 
their development that touching could communicate positive feelings and thoughts and not 
just negative ones. It is George’s belief that these caring, open relationships enabled him to 
develop high expectations of them in a way which honoured and engaged the individual.   
  In contrast to George, Dani focused on giving critical feedback to her students as way 
of showing that she genuinely cared about them.  
   “Sometimes I need to say to them, ‘You’re not meeting the mark; you’re not doing 
your best; you need to think differently about this.’ And because they know that I care about 
what they are doing, they are more likely to perceive it in the right way.” Dani 
  It is clear then, that there are competing approaches in the ways that teachers develop 
high expectations of their students, at least in their initial preference for developing caring or 
critical relationships. However, all teachers when questioned further argued for the need for 
both of these to develop the kind of relationships that enabled honourable, high expectations 
of their students. In a similar way to Tony, Dani feels that high expectations, particularly in 
forming relationships, is a door that swings both ways.  
“(Originally) I perceived high expectations relationships as only being for a couple of people 
– that I was meant to develop key people to get feedback from… It’s not just for one or two 
people in my class, it’s for my WHOLE class…. Every voice is important and every person 
will see me in a different way. That’s a gift.” Dani 
  When forming relationships with her students, Dani realised that she needed to be 
open to critical feedback from them, as much as they are open to critical feedback from her. 
She reflected that this could be quite confronting, as she felt that her preparation as a teacher 
was based more upon didactic, hierarchical methods of teaching and learning (Hattie, 2012; 
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Hughes & Hughes, 2010). These instructional methods led to habits which in turn informed 
patterns of behaviour that were outside her conscious awareness. Her reflection was that 
seeing herself as at the top of a power structure, empowered to give feedback but not 
necessarily to receive it, limited her as a teacher because it did not allow for the diverse and 
valuable perspectives that her class could give her on her teaching practice. 
  Interestingly, in pursuing an agenda of high expectations, each participant answered 
the questions with significant reference to the relationships that they build with their students. 
It is also clear that while teachers perceive relationships as fundamental, they build them and 
nurture them in different ways. Most often, these ways relate to and tie in with the strengths, 
preferences and interests of the individual teacher, which helps teachers to continue to 
innovate when it comes to engaging students. 
  A common theme among participant responses was that once the relationship had 
been established, there was a requirement for a balance of critically reflective feedback and 
equal power relating (Stronger Smarter Institute, 2015) between both student and teacher. 
While each participant identified that they at some point needed to establish equal power 
relating – space for students to feel they were engaging with teachers outside of a power 
structure - with their students, each also rejected the idea that this was all you needed to be an 
effective teacher. 
  4.2.2 Theme 2: Education based on high expectations is more than curriculum 
  “As an educator, I am more than just curriculum. Having healthy minded, mentally 
healthy students is more important to me.” Karen 
Teachers in this study were adamant that their roles extended beyond purveyors of 
curriculum and content. Karen in particular felt that there was more to education than simply 
delivering curriculum.  
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“I see (my students) beyond the academic… I see them as a whole person who is very 
capable and has to get through some of the stuff in front of them…” Karen 
  This approach is advocated by the work of many educational theorists and 
practitioners (Boynton & Boynton, 2005; Sarra, 2005; Sleeter, 2001, 2010) who view 
teaching ‘the whole child’ as critical to the learning experience. These attitudes could also be 
interpreted as an opposition to methods such as exclusive direct instruction, which has gained 
prevalence in some Australian communities.  
  Karen claims that the significance of engaging with the entire student as a human 
being, rather than a vessel to ‘dump knowledge into’ (Robinson, 2007), manifests in other 
ways through her teaching. For instance, she believes that high expectations are essential, but 
also highly contextual. She explains how she approached a particularly difficult case early in 
her career.  
“I remember working with one girl who would run, and scream and call me every name 
under the sun…very, very bright though. She couldn’t see beyond her situation and it was just 
me daily ignoring behaviour that came into the classroom, and giving her the work she was 
expected to do… we carried on like this for months. At the end of the lesson she would tell me 
how much she hated me and hated coming to my class…. Eventually, when I had to leave the 
setting I was in… and this young girl was the first one to run out and just cry in my arms. She 
was extremely upset I was leaving her.” Karen  
  While there were policy and procedures in place for working with children who 
displayed such volatile and anti-social behaviour, Karen’s choice was to rely on her personal 
relationship with the child. In this particular case, suspending immediate and visceral 
responses to the student’s poor behaviour and being flexible in her response engaged the 
student in a way that Karen felt was more meaningful and useful. In this sense, Karen’s high 
expectation was grounded in understanding and sympathising with a difficult context, rather 
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than viewing the student as a hopeless case, and giving up on her.  
  This raises interesting questions about the nature of high expectations as it relates to 
academic pursuits. Karen seems to regard self-esteem and confidence as more critical to 
developing high expectations of the student than any kind of expectation to do with 
performance or assessment. If this is the case, competing discourses on the creation of high 
expectations seem to concern a perceived dichotomy between relationship based pedagogies 
and curriculum based learning.  
  Mike’s experiences as both a teacher and an administrator have led him to believe that 
we need to look beyond policy and procedure to co-create meaningful learning experiences 
with each individual student, especially when it comes to having challenging, critical 
conversations. 
 “See, I look at discipline as a relationship. What’s happened? Why has it happened? What 
can WE do about it? Notice the difference. It’s not about the student having done something 
wrong and punishment – it’s about what happened and what we can do about it.” Mike 
  Scholars such as Purdie et al (2000) and Bishop and Berryman (2007) would agree 
with Mike’s philosophy that discipline need not be seen as punitive, and in fact punitive 
measures against people who are engaged in a learning environment only kill creativity and 
train students not to take risks.  
  This is not to say, however, that Karen, Mike and the researchers who support their 
arguments believe certain actions or behaviours do not require some sort of consequence. In 
fact, this is central to the success of building positive relationships (Boynton & Boynton, 
2005). However, it does require a subtle rethinking of how we approach discipline in schools.      
  With regard to the development of the positive relationships outlined by Boynton and 
Boynton (2005), Dani expressed frustration and displeasure at the consistent and crippling 
focus on paperwork and logistics at the expense of what she termed ‘real education’. 
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“I think that the major disabling factor in sustaining these relationships with students is 
continuity… maintaining the conversation is hard because there are a lot of other factors that 
come into… you have timetables and changes… that sort of thing.” Dani 
  In addition, Irene believes that even after spending significant time building 
relationships with students, that there are social issues and limitations that create obstacles to 
stop her from doing her job.  
“I have to say that I think funding has a massive impact. If there’s simple things I could do, 
like allow particular students access to IT at home, I know they would complete work for 
me.” Irene 
  There was a shared perception among the teachers in this study that while there are 
certain things that teachers can do to show that they have high expectations of their students, 
there are other things that are completely out of their control. For example, several 
researchers note the increasing concern in such places as the Northern Territory (Altman, 
2009; Schwab, 2013), and more generally all over Australia, that current education policy is 
designed to improve literacy and numeracy rates above all else. While there are few who 
would disagree that improving literacy and numeracy is essential for the creation of a well-
informed, productive citizenry, some researchers (Fogarty, 2012; Spillman, 2013) would 
argue that this cannot be at the expense of programs and pedagogy which honour the cultures 
and culturally appropriate ways of being of individual students. 
  Perhaps the most poignant comment in terms of how high expectations can be 
perceived as a departure from traditional and dominant discourses of education comes from 
Tony. 
“Where (relationships) affect me is how we perceive and judge things on face value. But if we 
are to look beyond by looking and listening, through every situation there can be really deep 
learning for us.” Tony 
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  Robinson and Aronica (2015) argue that we need not be satisfied with schools and 
school policy that only teaches to a narrow set of preferences and capabilities, and that now 
more than ever is the time when humanity needs to be experimenting and exploring to arrive 
at answers to its most pressing questions. Among others (Fogarty & Schwab, 2012; Hart et al, 
2012), Robinson believes that schools can be important sites for such ‘deep learning’. 
  In an international context, Robinson (2009) argues that the key crisis in education 
today is that schools actively seek to destroy creativity, and that so many schools and teachers 
are succeeding in spite of the system, rather than because of it. Irene’s frustration has been 
echoed in public policy debate for some time, most notably in the failed Gonski campaign 
(Cassin, 2013). 
 4.2.3 Theme 3: High expectations leads to improved student self-perception 
  “I guess because in the settings I’ve worked in, they have this opinion of themselves. 
Some of them don’t feel good enough or they come from situations where they have low self-
esteem. They’ve been stereotyped by society and already have that in their make-up.” Karen 
  There is a plethora of research and evidence that a students’ perception of self is a 
critical factor in determining their success in schooling (Hattie, 2012; Sarra, 2005; Sleeter, 
2010). Explanations, however, come from very different paradigms. Hattie (2012) writes that 
the student’s self-perception and belief that they can accomplish set tasks has a large effect 
on their educational outcomes. Conversely, Sleeter (2001) has been influential in theorising 
how students whose cultures are disrespected or made invisible in the classroom are 
disenfranchised or disempowered. Both arguments seek to convey the message that self-
perception is important in achieving educational outcomes, yet appear to support completely 
different sides of an epistemological debate.  
  Sleeter’s argument is not based on self-esteem, or value added measures, but on more 
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radical understandings of how living in a ‘White’ middle class world, and being taught in 
‘White’ middle class institutions is about more than superficial low expectations – these low 
expectations are deeply ingrained in a white hegemonic system (2010, p117). This argument 
is further supported by the research of Sarra (2011), who found that a stark discourse of 
deficit pervades conversations around Indigeneity in Australia. He writes: 
   Education systems have demonstrated a tendency to readily accept Indigenous 
underachievement in schools as somehow ‘normal,’ or ‘given’. Disturbingly, there has been 
little outrage from within the system about dramatic and continuing levels of 
underachievement (p161). 
  The idea of knowing your student is so commonplace in schools that teachers are 
explicitly taught it in many pre-service teacher training programs (Phillips, 2011), and yet it 
is rarely examined in any depth. The teachers in this study, however, offer subtle insight into 
how everyday interactions between teachers and students affect students, and how crucial 
high expectations relationships are in constructing positive student self-perception. 
  Irene reflected on how she created relationships with her students in a way that 
challenged their negative self-perceptions and celebrated their strengths. She shared that she 
felt like she was at an advantage because she was close enough to her students’ ages that she 
could remember some of the trials that they were going through.  
“I think maybe it’s sharing a little bit of myself with them…certainly being able to relate to 
them and their experiences and being able to give them advice on what I’ve done when I was 
their age… how I’ve handled certain situations.” Irene 
  Many researchers (Boynton & Boynton, 2005; Delpit 1988), would argue that this 
kind of deep understanding is essential in creating a meaningful relationship with students. 
Irene related a story of how after a long period of positivity and support, where she kept 
repeating that she had high expectations of the student, the student came to have high 
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expectations of herself.  
“There’s one particular student who has been slightly violent to other teachers. Her initial 
reaction is to lose her temper and things get out of control. But I know she’ll come in, and 
say to me, ‘Oh Miss you’d be so proud of me. Other Miss was saying this and I wanted to say, 
F*** you, but I didn’t Miss! I sucked it up.” And to me it’s clear that she’s looking for 
praise.” Irene 
  The relationship that Irene built with this student, to the extent that the student looks 
for praise and support for refraining from anti-social behaviour, could be viewed as indicating 
a higher self-expectation on behalf of the student – one where she is now considering herself 
and her actions worthy of praise and positive attention. 
  For Karen, it is important to have a thorough understanding of the underlying reasons 
for a student’s behaviour before leaping to judgement and punitive measures.  
“(I wasn’t offended) because I knew that it was coming from a place of hurt. It wasn’t 
directed at me. I know it’s not directed at me, I know she’s not angry with me, it’s OK, I’m 
still going to continue working with you. And in the end I think she realized that I wasn’t 
going to give up on her.” Karen  
  In taking the time to gain a thorough understanding of the social context of her 
student, Karen found a way to suspend her own feelings about being screamed at or abused. 
This persistence led to the development of a relationship where each party had respect for the 
other, and the students’ perception of self improved as a result. It is this mutual acceptance 
and appreciation of each other that is a key foundation of high expectations relationships 
(Spillman & Gorringe, 2008). 
  For the teachers in this study, it is important that these positive perceptions survive 
outside the classroom as well. Dani reflected on a one off situation from her career which 
helped to shape the educator she became.  
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“It’s one of the first relationships I’ve had where I’ve maintained contact with a student 
outside of school. We’ll meet up every now and then and we’ll still have those challenging 
conversations. Just recently she got a very good job… I saw potential in her… that she could 
continue to go further.” Dani 
  Dani identified that this particular student needed more support and encouragement 
after she left school. Informal meetings with Dani helped her former student gain confidence 
enough to apply for and secure jobs she desired. The fact that this happened after the student 
had finished her tenure at school did not seem to affect Dani’s decision to continue to see and 
support her. 
  This was one of only two instances where a teacher spoke about future aspirations for 
the students being linked to having high expectations. This is interesting because it shows an 
almost universal departure from a traditional ‘the point of schooling is to get a job’ 
perspective by the participants in this study. Even in this example, the fact that the student 
secured a ‘good job’ is secondary to the point Danielle is making about maintaining the 
relationship post-schooling.  
  In a similar way, Tony eschewed discussing post-school aspirations when he was 
asked what he felt the biggest advantage to building high expectations relationships was for 
the students. Tony replied that is was a palpable belief in themselves. Their ideas of what was 
possible and impossible for them shift dramatically, and it builds happier, more productive 
students.  
“They might have once bought into what things are sort of happening outside the circle, 
things they might get from the media and everywhere else… those negative sort of feelings, to 
disregard that. It’s really their own strengths… their belief that anything’s possible if they 
want to achieve it.” Tony 
  For Tony, this kind of interaction typifies his experience in creating high expectations 
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relationships with his students. Delpit (1988) and others (Robinson, 2009) would argue that 
this is the fundamental function of education. To give students the self-confidence, drive, and 
more importantly, opportunity and options to be whatever they want to be and achieve 
whatever they want to achieve. 
  4.2.4 Theme 4: Self-reflection in order to sustain high expectations of students 
  “When you’ve invested time in a high expectations relationship you go up and down 
with it and you keep following through. You don’t walk away from it.” Dani 
  In a similar way to students’ requiring a positive perception of themselves to create 
meaningful relationships, the participants indicated that they had to be willing to reflect on 
their own practice, both critically and reflectively, in order to truly have high expectations of 
their students. This meant both accepting and reflecting on critical feedback, and celebrating 
the strength that made them successful teachers with high expectations of and for their 
students.  
  A common theme that ran throughout the interviews was that each participant felt that 
you needed a strong ideological sense of purpose and drive to develop these relationships. As 
Mike relates:  
“I really strongly believe in high expectations relationships, and especially in forming those 
relationships with kids. Now, you can’t do that if you don’t have a high moral purpose.” 
Mike 
  When asked to elaborate, it became clear that Mike’s idea of a ‘high moral purpose’ 
was to engage with students and community in a way where power was shared and people 
were given determination over what and how their children learned at school. 
“High expectations relationships are about the true, true belief that community and the 
school have all the answers you need to make a difference.” Mike 
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  In a slightly different way, Tony sees purpose in his efforts to engage with students 
outside the traditional learning environment.  
It’s all about having those relationships outside (school) hours. Things don’t actually work 
from 9-3 when you look at any other relationship you know, when there’s care involved. 
When there’s love involved. So there’s stuff that you can do before school, after school… 
create a lot of fun where kids are smiling… a lot of fun… a lot of laughter.” Tony 
  It is interesting to note, however, that while there is a focus on high expectations as a 
performance agenda highlighting success in numeracy and literacy, all participants reflected 
that their high expectations were based upon their relationships with their students first, and 
that the curriculum, data, and outcome measurement could be expected based upon those 
relationships.  
  George believes that constant reassessment and reflection on his time as an educator 
in difficult-to-staff schools improved his ability to form relationships exponentially.  
“Working in that particular area, and working with students with higher needs and 
complexity- higher needs WITH complexity… made me listen a lot more and develop a 
patience that I didn’t have beforehand.” George 
  He also reflected on the need to make time to give and receive meaningful feedback 
with his colleagues, so that they could support and challenge each other to constantly 
improve. In this, he made the point that the relationships that he formed with his colleagues to 
enable these kind of conversations were just as significant as the relationships that he formed 
with his students. Working on a culture of collegiality and support benefitted the students in 
developing a network of high expectations educators at the school. 
  Irene spoke about breaking down the barriers of the student teacher hierarchy, and 
being comfortable within herself to do that – particularly in her role as a Vocational 
Education and Training (VET) educator. 
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“Everything I do in my particular classroom or kitchen setting I expect them to do as well. So 
there’s definitely no ‘I’m the teacher, you’re the student’ There’s… well we call it a mutual 
respect relationship in the kitchen." Irene 
  Irene points out that there were situations as a VET teacher where it is a necessity to 
trust her students – that they would be safe or competent without her constant supervision. 
This was not the same as having high expectations of their performance immediately, but 
rather building a culture where it was acceptable for students to try and to fail, as long as they 
were doing their best. 
  Zeichner and Liston (1987) argue that reflectiveness and reflexivity in teachers, and 
how to teach this in pre-service educators, has long been a goal of education systems 
globally. It is interesting to note that the teachers in this study stressed the importance of 
reflectiveness (the process of reflecting on one’s own practices and biases,) and reflexivity 
(understanding and acting on those reflections,) in creating relationships with colleagues, 
community, and students, seeing as reflection is usually considered a personal, self-
improving practice. This would seem to indicate that high expectations relationships need to 
be built upon a solid foundation of truly knowing oneself, as suggested by SSI (2015).  
  Importantly, no teachers in the study reported reflectiveness as a means to reflect on 
their own cultural identity as it pertains to ethnicity. Questions of Indigeneity, and also of 
gender, age, and experience in the profession were not seen by the group as factors which 
were significant in their reflective practices. In relation to Schein’s (1992) definition of 
culture, which argues that each individual brings with them a personal cultural identity, 
informed by a plethora of experiences and predispositions, the participants’ stress on the 
importance of reflectiveness could be read as completely consistent with an understanding of 
cultural identity.  
 4.2.5 Theme 5: Rejecting Deficit and Building from Strength 
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  “The teacher was very straight down the line, black and white – for want of a better 
description, which was exactly what this boy needed. He went from being a high needs 
behaviour student… to being a leader in mathematics. Not only in his class but in the cohort, 
too.” Irene 
  More and more research is being conducted into the role deficit discourse plays in 
affecting student outcomes, particularly with regard to high risk/high needs students 
(Gorringe et al, 2011; Rubie-Davies, 2007; Vass, 2012). There is a growing consensus in the 
academic community that programs based on deficit are not as effective as programs which 
focus on the strengths and capabilities that students bring with them to the classroom (Bishop 
& Berryman, 2007; Fogarty & Schwab, 2012). This research seems to be in direct opposition 
to the stances and attitudes of successive governments when it comes to education, whose 
policies almost uniformly start with an identification of the gaps, problems, or shortfalls 
which seem to represent groups of people (Altman, 2009; Spillman, 2013). Drawing attention 
to these concurrent, opposing messages is one way to differentiate between discourses of high 
and low expectations. 
  With regard to the teachers in this study, each of them spoke to some extent of the 
need to reject the deficit paradigm in pursuit of what was positive about the students. Tony 
talked about the process of ‘circle relating’ that is a key learning of the Stronger Smarter 
Leadership Program. It is based upon the belief that in ancient Indigenous cultures, all critical 
relating was done in a physical circle, gathered around a sacred fire. It was a place for ‘deep 
learning’, for stories and laughter to be shared, and for conflicts to be sorted out. Often, 
facilitators on the SSLP will point out that this way of being is deeply familiar to everyone, 
tapping into our unique strengths as human beings.  
Tony explains:  
“Where does a circle start? Where does the circle finish? It can start anywhere and finish 
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anywhere. So that’s a bit like our learning…” Tony 
Tony’s reflection that schools could be key sites for deep learning could be interpreted as 
them being places where deficit is consciously rejected as a starting point to begin 
conversations about high expectations, and focus on the strengths that the students bring to 
the classroom.  
“Laying the protocol of the circle… it’s about relationships. Every opportunity that you’re 
having is an opportunity to grow and establish your relationship.” Tony 
  Another way to view the circle is as a powerful site for equal power relating 
(Spillman & Gorringe, 2008). In the circle, which has no beginning and no end, everyone is 
equal and all opinions are equally valid and important. This means that the high expectations 
of the circle extend to everyone within it – including school leadership and principals. Mike 
shared a story from his time as a principal in the Northern Territory, where there was 
significant deficit discourse around the school leadership, particularly the school principal. 
“Our department didn’t have very high expectations of our principal, and therefore there 
were very poor relationships. So I’ve come in… and really sort of worked on our 
relationship…” Mike 
  Mike describes how this relationship with the former principal led to deeper 
engagement with the community and further relationships with key parents and citizens. 
Mike’s experience taught him that the strength to create positive and lasting change existed 
within the community, it just took a high expectation of what the community and school 
could accomplish when left to their own determination. Mike’s experience is similar to the 
findings of Bishop and Berryman (2007), who interviewed the whanau (family) of Maori 
students in secondary schools in Aotearoa New Zealand. In this case, it was found that when 
educators developed relationships of mutual respect with their students and their students’ 
whanau, where they experienced the family context for themselves and rejected negative 
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portrayals of Maori in the media, it was more likely that these teachers would have high 
expectations of their students.  
  At the macro level, George recalled an incident where he exploited the strengths of a 
student to build a high expectations relationship with him.  
“(He had) a very long list of suspensions and had many absences… unfortunately, we had to 
start in deficit because he’d been quite abusive to a teacher. He’d been throwing desks or 
chairs in the classroom and I had to bring him down to the office. The next day (after he had 
calmed down), we established that he had a very strong interest in rap lyrics… so every 
interaction I had with him after that, we’d talk about music.” George 
  By setting aside the behaviour briefly, and engaging with the students’ strengths and 
interests, George enabled conversations about behaviour and expectations that would have 
otherwise been impossible. This suspension of reaction to the student’s behaviour did not 
mean that George excused the behaviour in the long term, however.  
“(Eventually) he understood that I would need to put consequences in place in terms of 
disrespectful behaviour towards students or members of staff.” George 
  This is similar to the approach of De Pry and Cheesman (2010) who contend that 
effective behaviour support is built on culturally responsive pedagogy, where the aim is not 
to punish the student, but to investigate underlying reasons for their behaviour and build their 
capacity to behave in more socially accepted ways. This rejection of the deficit paradigm for 
a strengths based approach was a key finding of the participant interviews. 
 
 
4.2.6 Theme 6: Time as a critical factor in developing high expectations 
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  “OK, the critical factor, then, is time. I take the time in the morning to make sure 
those particular students are getting a good chunk of my attention.” George   
 Perhaps the most limiting factor that the participants identified in creating and 
maintaining high expectations with their students was time. Each reflected that there was not 
enough time to deal with the everyday rigours of teaching and still have time to give the 
necessary care or respect to their student relationships. George shared some of his frustration 
at this particular obstacle.  
“I can get bogged down in paperwork, I can get bogged down in phone calls. The critical 
factor for me, particularly in the morning, is doing that check in with those students.” George 
  Despite the overarching and universal problem of time, the teachers in this study 
offered various solutions. For George, it was engaging in a Stronger Smarter process called 
‘checking in’, which involves being in a circle and allowing each participant to share how 
they are feeling. While this might sound simple, it has proven to be a powerful and useful 
method to engage students (Spillman & Gorringe, 2008). In this case, giving students time, 
and valuing their voice, is a concrete way teachers identify showing students that they value 
their ideas, and have high expectations of them.  
  Karen does not see time as a critical factor in preventing her from building 
relationships, but does admit that it is a time consuming process. She reflected that this is 
particularly the case in her experience as an Indigenous woman in a school leadership 
position.  
“I guess the stereotypical attitude from students that ‘You’re Aboriginal… just like…etc, so I 
don’t have to listen to you.” Karen 
  To break through and disable these pre-conceived notions of Aboriginality as a deficit 
took Karen some time. She reflected that once those pre-conscious beliefs about her and her 
capabilities as an Indigenous woman were challenged in the students, teacher and students 
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could then build high expectations relationships with each other. While Phillips’ (2011) work 
concentrates on these pre-conceived notions of identity as represented by university students, 
it is easy to draw a parallel between their attitudes and the attitudes of some of Karen’s high 
school students. In both cases, it was found that with time and patience, these attitudes could 
be altered, and thus create opportunities for learning.  
  Like Karen, Irene stressed that while these relationships are not a burden, they are 
very time-consuming, and time is a luxury that the modern Australian teacher simply cannot 
afford.  
“When I could be doing planning and preparation for another class I’m doing something for 
a student... I’ve done little presents for kids when they tell me that they’ve got troubles at 
home. So in terms of time management, I do the best I can but it can be quite exhausting.” 
Irene 
  Irene also made the distinction between doing these little relationship building 
exercises, and what she termed the ‘professional’ side of her job. There seemed to be a 
persistent and pervasive mindset among the teachers in this study that there simply was not 
enough support or time available to help teachers to build individual relationships with 
students. Hanson-Peterson (2013) and Jensen and Sonnemann (2014) argue that teachers are 
going into schools underprepared for the rigours of teaching, and this is compounded when 
they are placed in disadvantaged and complex schools. While there have been some attempts 
to support teachers in these circumstances (Lampert & Burnett, 2012), the data from these 
interviews could be interpreted as evidence that we need to radically rethink our teacher 
preparation, our entire schooling system (Robinson, 2009), or both.  
   Dani spoke about the need for time to reflect and come to terms with critically 
reflective feedback.  
“There will be times when you need to sit back and reflect and say, “OK. That might have 
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hurt my feelings. Why did that hurt my feelings? Why was that my reaction?...” You may need 
to take a bit of time…” Dani 
  After establishing and building relationships with her students, Dani identified the 
need to actually reflect upon their critical feedback in a space where she could truly honour 
their opinions and views. For Dani, the entire concept of high expectations relationships falls 
apart if there is no time to engage with varying perceptions of self. This echoes the findings 
of Spillman (2013), whose work in the Northern Territory identified a need for teachers to 
engage in critically reflective practices to better engage with students, colleagues, and 
community. 
  All the participants reflected that the ‘time problem’ was subverted by utilising 
processes which altered the culture of their classroom. Some of these strategies and processes 
are discussed in Chapter 5.  
4.3 Summary of Findings 
  While there are similar approaches and philosophies that bind these teachers’ 
perceptions together, there are also significant differences in how they explain, form, and 
maintain high expectations with their students. However, a significant theme that ran 
throughout the responses was that to communicate high expectations effectively to students 
teachers must work on building a relationship first. Importantly, this belief transcended 
school, career stage, and every other conceivable boundary, indicating a humanist belief in 
the importance of positive relationships in creating high expectations. There were, however, 
differing interpretations of the challenges, strengths, and opportunities represented by each of 
the six themes that characterised the responses of the participants. In addition, the approaches 
to building these relationships differed quite pointedly from teacher to teacher, with some 
preferring an approach which ‘shelved’ curriculum for the benefit of the students, and others 
using curriculum to further engage and develop those relationships. 
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 Chapter 5: Data Analysis – Focus Group 
   
5.1 Overview  
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  To gain insight into how discourses around high expectations are shaped and 
constructed among teaching peers, a focus group was held with the three participants who 
work at the same school, Irene, Karen, and Danielle. The focus group drew on the structures 
and protocols of an Indigenous yarning circle (see Chapter 3) a process familiar to the 
participants as it forms a critical basis for the relationship building exercises utilised on the 
SSLP.   
  This focus group was designed to give a new dimension to the research questions, in 
that the project can now analyse what high expectations look like for individual teachers, but 
also in schools that have adopted a ‘high expectations’ approach to education.  
  While currently representing three different roles within the school community (Irene 
is a classroom teacher, Danielle is lower administration, and Karen is upper administration,) 
each of the participants had similar experiences in embedding high expectations into their 
teaching practice, each having at least one class of their own. The variety of roles also 
allowed for a much richer discourse, where participants would reflect and discuss their 
approaches in contrast to the perceived approaches of the two other members of the 
discussion, other teaching staff, administration, and the education system as a whole. 
5.2 Data Collection II – Focus Group 
  The focus group was held in November, 2016 at the school of the three participants. 
The questions used to stimulate conversation were shaped by responses and perceived 
inconsistencies from participants during the one on one interviews. For example, Question 1. 
‘What is the meaning, or purpose of education as you see it?’, was constructed in response to 
each of the participants problematizing high expectations in their interviews, with four of 
them offering variations on the comment, “It all depends on how you see the purpose of 
education”.  
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  Ranging from broadly theoretical to specifically practical, the questions were 
designed to create robust dialogue between the group members that would help to provide 
answers to the research questions. They were as follows: 
1) What is the meaning, or purpose, of education as you see it? 
2) How do you make sense of a high expectations agenda? 
3) To what extent do you feel that current education and procedure theoretically support 
a high expectations agenda? 
4) How do you feel current education policy and procedure understand the practicalities 
of creating high expectations agendas? 
5) Share with us a story of high expectations operating in your school. What do they 
look like? 
6) In terms of high expectations, what would make your job easier in working with your 
students? 
It should be noted that, consistent with the protocols of a yarning circle, these questions 
served only as general guides to the discussion, with the conversation flowing naturally 
between the four participants. At the conclusion of the yarn, the data was transposed, 
codified, and analysed. On critically analysing the conversation that these questions 
generated, four emergent themes were evident. I will discuss each of these themes throughout 
the chapter. 
 
  5.2.1 Theme 1: The tension between relationships based and performance based 
high expectations is not easily resolved. 
 
  While each teacher in the focus group affirmed that high expectations were critical to 
the success of their students, there seemed to be little consensus about how to enact these 
high expectations in their classrooms beyond building positive relationships. The issue that 
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arose throughout the focus group was the tension that exists between high expectations as a 
relational agenda (Bishop & Berryman, 2007; Sarra, 2011), and high expectations as a 
performance agenda (Hattie, 2012; Wilson, 2014). In this way, it was unclear whether 
teachers formed relationships based on high expectations for their own sake (in that they help 
to create happy, confident learners,) or whether they were a means to help students achieve 
academic outcomes. This point seemed to be linked to the teachers’ own beliefs around the 
purpose of education versus the current educational climate and policy. This tension between 
the two opposing frameworks formed a major discursive pattern in the focus group.  
  For instance, while Irene stated that ultimately she wanted her kids to be leaving with 
confidence and a sense of self-worth, later in the focus group she said that she viewed her job 
as a teacher to ‘get them over the line (academically).’ While these ambitions are not 
mutually exclusive, this distortion of her role blurs the concept of high expectations, raising 
questions about whether they are exclusively related to outcomes, exclusively related to 
relationships, or whether they are a conceptual mixture of both. This confusion seemed 
common among the participants in the focus group. While there was a strong sense that their 
jobs as teachers were to create ‘whole’ (that is, capable and confident holistically,) students, a 
disproportionate amount of time was given to discussing the academic and scholarly futures 
of the children in their school. When this issue was raised, the participants became tense and 
defensive, as evidenced by this response:  
“That’s our job. We’re paid as teachers to get them over the line. To get them to a 
standardised level where they can succeed academically. But… that’s not the reason we 
originally… that’s not what it means to us, but what we’re paid to do…” Irene 
  The distortion also shaped how teachers perceive what is important in education. In 
response to the first focus group question, each participant gave similar responses around the 
same theme – that their role as educators was to help create happy students who had a 
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lifelong love of learning, and yet, later in the focus group, their perception of ‘high stakes’ 
education all had to do with academic outcomes.  
“(At the upper high school level) The expectations are, like, really high for me, is what I’m 
saying.” Karen 
“It is. It is high stakes.” Dani 
“It is high stakes. And I like coming to school to learn and have fun stuff. Whereas you guys 
have to worry about the curriculum, and them passing, and it’s just stressful to me.” Karen 
“It is stressful. It’s incredibly stressful.” Irene 
This exchange points to a trend that has been outlined by researchers (Lingard, 2010; 
Robinson, 2007) in the field of education for a number of years now. Namely, that there is a 
prescriptive focus on outcomes in schools with less attention paid to creating the 
circumstances for fully actualised, lifelong learners. We can see that this is even the case with 
a group of teachers who have participated in professional learning specifically aimed at 
building relationships – although in this case it seems that the professional learning program 
did disrupt and allow participants to question their current standing in education.  
  In one sense, it would appear that high expectations are being used as an ‘educational 
weapon’ by people in positions of power. As the focus group progressed the participants 
revealed more about the pressures they perceived themselves to be under in order to be seen 
as a ‘good’ teacher. One of these pressures manifests in that if teachers are building 
relationships at the expense of explicitly teaching what they perceive as an already overfull 
curriculum, they can be ‘accused’ of having low expectations of their students. The 
participants reflected that this leads to burnout and depression within the profession. As Irene 
reflects: 
“(The ‘we pay you to do this’ argument) makes me not want to be a teacher. I come here for 
the students. That’s it…” Irene 
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or Dani: 
(About data given back to her about her students’ performance) “I don’t know! It pissed me 
off! Hey, by the way, these kids failed your lesson. You need to do a data cycle to figure that 
out…” Dani 
  Tensions around ‘data’ was also a driving force in this focus group, with the 
participants feeling that they were saturated by data or strategies to improve their data. There 
was a clear perception that this ran counter to their core beliefs of the purpose of education. 
Despite this, the participants were most clear about their understanding of their students in 
strategies almost solely grounded in that data.  
“If a kid gives me a piece of work that’s a D and I know that they’re a B, I’ll go… ‘Huh uh. 
No. You are going to do better than that because I know you’re better than that.’” Karen 
  Karen did not volunteer, however, how she knew that the child was ‘better than this’, 
nor did she engage in conversation about what ‘better’ means in this context. A similar event 
occurred with regard to one of Dani’s responses later on in the focus group.  
“The first thing I say to my classes is: You will all pass this class… I have an expectation that 
no one fails anything. Not in here.” Dani 
  So despite being quite vocal on her distaste for data and standardised testing, in this 
instance Dani framed success and failure precisely within these terms. This is not unusual for 
the focus group, but points to a clear distortion in what teachers’ feel is ‘right’ for children, 
and what they feel they are expected to do. 
  Another interesting point to rise from this theme was that conversations around 
performance based outcomes were dominated by deficit discourse. Conversely, when the 
conversation shifted to elements of relationally based outcomes, the discourse was primarily 
positive and strength based. This would indicate a more general feeling of positivity and ease 
at exploring and enacting relationally based approaches to education, but a lack of 
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understanding about how to present this as evidence that high expectations exist. For 
example, Irene discussed how she engaged recalcitrant parents in dialogue about their 
children:  
“I started doing family functions… I filled the restaurant, every time…. And that’s when I did 
my parent teacher interviews, so I could walk out, there was no pressure on the parents… 
and having the high expectations relationships with parents (helped to develop high 
expectations with the students.)” Irene 
  During this dialogue, it was clear that Irene was proud of her innovative approach to 
parent-teacher interviews. She also reflected how creating situations where she enabled 
strength-based conversations between the students, their parents, and herself made her feel 
like a better teacher and that she was doing her job to the best of her ability.  
  Similarly, when asked to relate a story of her success as a teacher, Karen felt that the 
best example of her as a ‘good’ teacher was when she could move away from curriculum and 
engage with students in ways that she felt would have them enjoying coming to school. 
“I think kids need to learn… how to cope. There’s other things that we need be teaching them 
how to be that person, and then the other stuff will just fit in.” Karen 
  This inherent tension between feeling drawn towards relationally-based 
understandings of high expectations but only able to define success in terms of academic 
performance may point to a trend in education to use outcomes based data as the sole 
measurement for a school’s success. The fact that this thinking is prevalent even in teachers 
who have been given specific training in high expectations and who teach in a school that has 
adopted the practices of the Stronger Smarter Leadership Program would seem to indicate 
that there is a dominant, saturating discourse in education about academic performance 
outcomes – one that pervades and dominates the conversation to the extent that all other 
understandings are completely marginalised, ignored, or even attacked.  
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  5.2.2 Theme 2: There is no shared understanding of high expectations, and this 
can lead to a destructive ‘us and them’ mentality. 
  From their responses, it is clear that there is a natural response among teachers to 
compare their own practices to those of other teachers, particularly the teachers in their own 
school. This understanding of what it means to be a ‘good’ teacher with high expectations of 
their students only in comparison to other, ‘low expectations’ practices raises a number of 
inconsistencies that need to be explored.  
  For example, a great deal of time during the focus group was given to discussing 
teachers who ‘didn’t get it’, both recent graduates new to the profession and pre-service 
teachers who did their practicum placements at the school. These conversations were 
generally mired in a deficit way of thinking about the other teachers, and there was a lack of 
clarity around the kind of things teachers were expected to do in order to ‘get it’, beyond that 
there was an expectation to build relationships with the students. Further obscuring 
understandings of high expectations, the participants related stories of teacher behaviour that 
they indicated was not representative of their personal feelings about educative 
responsibilities, and yet seemed to be able to produce results.  
  For example, a certain teacher’s reluctance to form relationships with their students 
was portrayed as negative and potentially damaging to the teacher’s chances of forming high 
expectations of the students. However, the individual’s espoused values of ‘teaching the 
students, not being their friend,’ might be seen as an approach to forming a kind of 
relationship – albeit a more stoic, traditionally teacher/student focused one. 
     Significantly, this narrative showed that the participants found it easier to define high 
expectations in comparison to teachers who they perceived as not having high expectations 
for their students. This would seem to indicate a pressure from within the profession to 
perform, which includes conformity to an at best ill-defined understanding of high 
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expectations. There was even an undercurrent of hostility for teachers who did not adopt 
accepted relationally-based approaches in the classroom, and a lack of interest in teaching 
them different approaches. The attitude seemed to be that there were a number of young 
teachers who possessed the qualities needed to succeed at the school (Irene, for example,) but 
those who did not have those qualities were simply not going to make it.  
“We have excellent staff who believe in our kids. The staff who don’t stay and make it in our 
school were not the right fit.” Karen 
  This is a simplistic and problematic understanding of high expectations, which could 
lead to systemic failure. It was also not evident in any of the teachers’ individual responses in 
their individual interviews, despite them being asked questions to elicit similar responses. 
This may indicate that in groups there is a departure from personally held beliefs and 
attitudes, and may go some way towards explaining the seeming contradictions between the 
teachers’ visions of ideal education, and their willingness to work in an imperfect system that 
does not (from their perception) seek to meet these lofty ideals. It is interesting that the 
participants’ seemed to be blinded to this, but were quite aware and resentful of departmental 
attempts to quash their own attitudes and approaches (See 4.3.4).   
  A further example of the ambiguity of high expectations as it relates to teacher 
performance is the story of a teacher whom Dani perceived as ill-equipped to deal with the 
complexities of her classroom.  
“I spent some time in a classroom with a teacher and I walked straight up to the principal’s 
office and said, ‘You need to get that woman out of that room. It’s not going to go well. She’s 
not respecting the kids. She’s not treating them well. It’s going to get real bad real quick.’” 
Dani 
  Despite this clear indictment of the teacher’s approach to learning in her classroom, 
there was no mention from Dani about the kind of academic success that this teacher was 
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experiencing in her classroom, despite this being defined by her later in the focus group as a 
key measure of success.  
  Discourse around teacher performance also centred on the group’s appraisal of Irene 
as a ‘good, young teacher,’ and the kinds of things that she was doing in order to earn this 
kind of praise. Irene related a story of when she created success with a student by refusing to 
put up with his aberrant behaviour, and the child then respected her and shared with her the 
real reasons behind his misbehaviour. The group celebrated this instance as an example of 
building high expectations with a student. However, it is less clear how teachers with 
different approaches are showing low expectations of their students. This was a theme which 
dominated this part of the focus group discussion, and would seem incredibly complex to 
resolve. 
  In one sense, it could be argued that while the participants’ individual preference for 
relationally focused and produced methods of education, their condemnation and 
marginalisation of other teaching methods is equally disabling. Significantly, the data from 
the school would seem to suggest that while both approaches exist within the school, neither 
is having the desired effect on academic outcomes. This was largely ignored by the 
participants, and the conversation about non-relational approaches to instruction was 
dominated by the perception that students in this particular school would simply not 
‘perform’ if they did not feel connected and ‘safe’ with the teacher. This obsession with 
‘performance’ raises an interesting point about the nature of high expectations relationships.  
  In this way, high expectations relationships can be understood as a ‘means to an end’, 
providing teachers with the basis that they need in order to achieve academic results for their 
students. However, such an understanding, where high expectations are solely defined against 
one definition of success, creates an entirely new set of challenges, and ones which the 
teachers purport to understand. Dani described this challenge with this metaphor:  
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Like, if a teacher is sitting at their desk and says, ‘OK everyone, your job is to climb that 
tree.’ And sitting in front of him is like, an elephant, a monkey, a goldfish, and a giraffe… So 
you all fail, because you are not all monkeys.” Dani. 
  While illustrating the complexities that arise when success is only singularly defined 
by a governing entity, it is also problematic to have only the classroom teacher decide who is 
capable of being taught. The solution would seem almost paradoxical, in that it seems a 
solution is to have a shared understanding of high expectations as a whole staff, and yet also 
have individual expectations negotiated and actioned with individual students. Approaches 
and ideas that arise from this are explored in detail in Chapter 6.  
  5.2.3 Theme 3: There is an implicit hierarchy in terms of high expectations 
relationship building   
  During the conversation, it emerged that there was a strong feeling within the focus 
group that there was a general understanding among teachers that the relational focus on high 
expectations became less important as the students became older. The implication here is that 
older students are less in need of a relationship with their teacher and need more to prescribe 
to a definitive focus on high expectations as they exist from a performance standpoint. In this 
way, teachers understood that in the junior years of high school (Years 7, 8, and 9,) it was 
‘right’ and necessary that teachers depart from the curriculum in order to develop 
relationships and other social skills with their students, while in senior a departure from the 
curriculum was considered almost anathema. The discourse around this particular theme 
seemed to centre on Karen’s (who exclusively taught the younger years,) comments and Dani 
and Irene’s responses to them.  
  On several occasions, Karen expressed her personal dissatisfaction for curriculum and 
policy, and her relief that she was teaching earlier years in comparison to the other 
participants, who she perceived to be bound and shuttered by their need to adhere to 
TEACHERS’ PERCEPTIONS OF HIGH EXPECTATIONS 
 
110 
 
educational policy. Often, Karen associated the later years of high schooling with words and 
phrases such as ‘stressful,’ ‘needing more maturity,’ and ‘real learning’, in comparison to the 
earlier years, which she saw as ideal to begin to build the relationships and social capabilities 
that she saw as essential to the education process. This was unchallenged by both Dani and 
Irene. An interesting facet of this idea was that Karen saw herself (and by extension, other 
early high school years teachers) as somehow deficient in terms of teaching government 
approved syllabuses.  
  This deficiency extended back into Karen’s experience as a pre-service teacher in the 
1990s.  
“I knew at uni, sitting in lectures that I was going to struggle with being a teacher because I 
was sitting there listening to stuff and disagreeing with everything that was being thrown at 
me! I thought, ‘Oh God, I’m going to lose my job in the first year because I totally disagree 
with this!” Karen. 
This was further defined by Karen’s comments about her own perceived lack of maturity. 
“High school for me… that’s too serious man. That’s hardcore.” Karen. 
  It is clear, then, that this perception that there is a split between high expectations 
relationships and high expectations performance, and that she is only fit to teach the former, 
has been carried by Karen for a long time. Her insistence that she ‘didn’t get’ curriculum, and 
that a preference for play based, relational learning would always be the standard in her 
classroom, was tempered by an implicit discourse of failure on her part. Her comments did 
not seem to stress the advantages and benefits of relational learning for older students, rather 
there was a strong, underlying assumption of, “I fail at understanding curriculum, so I need to 
be kept away from the senior years.” 
  Neither Dani nor Irene had any objection to this perception, and in fact reinforced the 
idea that there was a need for a departure from relational understandings of high expectations 
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and focus in more on performance for older students, it is just that those performance based 
high expectations are altered for students when the teachers have built a strong relationship 
and understand the students’ socio-cultural context better. Irene described a situation with 
one of these senior students with whom she had built a relationship.  
“In Year 12… they’re beating themselves up about not getting an ‘A’ mark when they are 
getting a ‘B’, and I’m like… ‘Don’t stress! You’ve been so… the point is, you got through it. 
With all the stresses of senior and graduation… It’s not the end of the world.” Irene. 
   Similarly, when questioned about what high expectations looked like in her senior 
classroom, Dani’s response was grounded in an understanding of success as it related to 
grades and outcomes. 
“I say to all my students that you will pass this class. We will work together to do the very 
best we can. I have an expectation that no one fails anything. So it’s not like I’m not into 
academic rigour and excellence, I am. But what I’m looking for is the best in that kid.” Dani. 
  Dani appears to be wrestling here with her responsibility to ‘academic rigour and 
excellence’, and her desire to create a situation where each student is honoured and accepted 
for the effort that they are putting into their work, rather than their outcomes. This is 
problematic, firstly, in the seeming belief from Dani that the two conditions are mutually 
exlusive, but also that in describing high expectations further, Dani increasingly used the 
language of performance to describe her approach and successes, in what would seem to be a 
significant departure from her initial opinions on the overall purpose of education.  
  Despite this, participants were unanimous in the perception that high expectations 
relationships were about developing essential skills and capabilities in students that they may 
not have, and openly critical about the fact that the teachers themselves were certainly not 
taught these skills in universities. This frustration seemed to reaffirm earlier assertions that 
relationships were essential to creating high expectations for students academically, and were 
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difficult to master. It was also generally accepted by the teachers that senior students had 
either already acquired the general social skills required for success in senior, or if they had 
not, were no longer catered for in the school. Karen explained.  
“I think kids need to learn… at a younger level, not 10, 11, and 12, how to be people and how 
to cope. Kids need coping skills.” 
   The inadvertent assertion in this idea is that serious, well-educated teachers are better 
placed in the upper echelons of school, where teachers with a predilection to forming 
relationships with students are better suited to teaching younger students. This particular 
notion contradicts earlier points that each of the participants made about relationships being 
integral to teaching in general, and would seem to suggest that the formation of high 
expectations changes and shifts as students move deeper and higher into education. 
  When queried about this, each participant’s response would seem to reflect a degree 
of defensiveness about the current pressures and duties to the department of education on the 
whole, and the mandated roles and responsibilities outlined to them by the department. For 
example, Irene responded to the question of why she subscribed to the department mandates 
if they went against her personal views on education:  
“Because that’s our job. We are employed as teachers to get them over the line. To get them 
to a standardised level where they can succeed academically. It’s not what it means to us… 
but it is what we are paid to do.” Irene.  
  This pervasive discourse of helplessness, oppression, and simmering rebellion 
characterised the other participants’ responses as well. Karen returned to her belief that she 
would be unable to handle the pressures of senior year expectations, while reaffirming her 
stance that she was more comfortable pursuing her agenda of high expectations relationships 
with the younger students.  
“In truth, we’re guided by that (Teaching Standards.) Like, that’s our job. That’s what has to 
TEACHERS’ PERCEPTIONS OF HIGH EXPECTATIONS 
 
113 
 
happen. And for me, those 10-12s, that’s stressful. Whereas down here, they don’t have to 
worry about that just yet.” Karen 
  While there was a shared understanding that high expectations were different for 
different students, significant in this discourse was the perceived departure of each of the 
participants from their idealised views of education. Indeed, there was a strong sense during 
this particular stage of the discourse that while idealised views were well and good, there 
were realities of teaching that were beyond the teachers’ capability to change, and also 
simply the product of best practice in  response to our social needs and values.  
  With reference to the current literature around student preparation for modern world 
economies (Robinson, 2007), it is clear that this attitude towards curriculum, i.e. a 
prescriptive and pervasive focus on outcomes, is contestable. In the Australian context, there 
is growing condemnation and outcry against approaches to schooling across the Northern 
Territory that marginalises the relational focus on students to uphold pedagogy that is 
exclusively outcomes based (Altman, 2009; Fogarty, 2012; Schwab, 2013). Internationally, 
best practice is widely held (Lingard, 2010; Sahlberg, 2011; Volante, 2004) that high stakes 
testing should be held rarely, without a prescriptive focus on outcomes. In such systems, the 
focus is student learning, and the politicization of education is secondary to this singular goal. 
Thus, high expectations are consistently framed through the lens of relationships. This would 
seem to be in contrast to the perceptions the participants of this study had about their own 
education system.   
  5.2.4 Theme 4: Conversations about high expectations deeply involve educational 
policy and reform. 
  The current prescriptive focus on testing and performance outcomes in education, as 
noted by researchers such as Fogarty (2012) Lingard (2010) and Thompson and Harbaugh 
(2013), has created a system where teachers feel under constant pressure to have children 
TEACHERS’ PERCEPTIONS OF HIGH EXPECTATIONS 
 
114 
 
meet government standards in an increasingly narrow field of skills. This pressure often 
results in ‘teaching to the test’ approaches from teachers – pedagogic methods and choices 
that will help boost results, but are questionable in terms of their educational value 
(Thompson and Harbaugh, 2013). 
  Discourse about this pressure and educational policy in general was a significant 
factor for the participants when discussing high expectations. The discussion generally 
concerned the inherent tension between teaching students who may be struggling 
academically, essential and useful skills (as the participants perceived them,) and the intrinsic 
desire to be seen as a ‘good teacher’, which was closely linked to performance outcomes for 
their students.  
  This link may have been sub-conscious for the participants, as there were a number of 
interesting discursive contradictions that were made throughout the conversation.  
For example, there was a strong pattern among all the participants of being disdainful of 
educational policy, and yet feeling the need to be protected by it. This was especially 
prevalent if the teachers felt that their approaches were being questioned or doubted. On 
several occasions, the participants spoke about their frustration about having to engage in 
practices that they felt were not helping their students.  
“(The attitude towards data) makes me not want to be a teacher… I can have these 
conversations now, but I’m only just starting to understand what it’s really like at your 
(Karen and Dani’s) level, and it frustrates me at mine.” Irene 
  Irene reflected that the high expectations that she had of her students was grounded in 
the relationships that she built with them, and that these relationships were the basis of 
driving a performance agenda. For each student there was a different expectation, and she felt 
that she was clear to parents, students, and the school with her expectations on their 
performance. However, she felt there was little to no recognition of this at an administrative 
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or departmental level. Rather, her perception was that her superiors were focused simply on 
where the students’ marks were at the end of the semester, and if they were not at a minimum 
standard, there was an insinuation that she only had low expectations of her students. She 
shared a particular story about one of her senior students.  
  “I had a kid come to me today with his tail between his legs because he wagged the 
last couple of weeks and he came and he admitted it to me, and said, ‘I’ll be here in the 
morning for the function.’ And he came and sought me out… talking to me about things 
outside of school which is different from having that teacher/student/ rapport.” Irene 
  For Irene, her willingness to go to extraordinary lengths to develop relationships with 
her students, and the fact that there seemed to be evidence that these efforts assisted with 
children coming to school and engaging with learning was a clear indicator of the high 
expectations she developed with her students. Her frustration was that this impression 
contrasted with the department’s interpretation of high expectations, and made her feel like a 
failure.    
  Irene’s irritation at her efforts not being recognised were shared by Dani and Karen. 
The perception that a poor class performance could be used to suggest that the teachers’ were 
not developing high expectations of their students seemed to be widespread. The participants’ 
responses, however, suggest that this is understanding high expectations only as a 
performance agenda, rather than a relational perspective. While possibly a technique 
designed to spur teachers to greater efforts, there was shared consensus that this led to 
lowered morale, poorer teacher performance, and lower outcomes for students among the 
group.  
  While this perception of performance based standards having a negative effect on 
students’ learning is nothing new (Thompson & Harbaugh, 2013), it is significant that even 
when there is a school wide commitment to the formation of high expectations as they are 
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understood by the Stronger Smarter Leadership Program, the pressures are such that these 
learnings are set aside to satisfy departmental demands. The problem is compounded by the 
fact that there is a lack of faith in the department about the realities of what goes on in the 
classroom. Irene’s perception of Dani and Karen as ‘middle management’ within the school 
meant that the discourse around this seemed to be somewhat restrained, and yet both Dani 
and Karen, who have smaller teaching loads, shared Irene’s perceptions.  
“I would have a lot more respect if people took the time and consideration to come and go, 
‘Irene, how does you course work? Can you explain to me what the expectations that you 
have for your students are?” Irene 
  When Irene voiced this frustration, Karen and Dani asked her to attend staff meetings 
to explain her concerns. Irene professed that she was afraid that such a confrontation would 
make her ‘lose her temper’. When the conversation turned to ‘data cycles’ (an initiative 
widely used in Australian schools to identify points of and reasons for failure,) Dani also 
expressed her frustration: 
“All the numbers they print out in the office, and all the data, they print out these stupid 
numbers and they drive me insane…” Dani 
  When asked about her feelings towards these data cycles, Karen’s response reflected a 
degree of resentment, but also resignation about data driven education’s inevitability.   
“It’s like a hose. Everyone gets washed down. We start again.” Karen. 
   Karen, as the most experienced teacher in the focus group, also felt that this shift 
towards data driven outcomes was forcing her out of the classroom and into a related 
profession, but where one was not subject to the power hierarchies and expectations that exist 
for teachers.  
 “As a teacher, I have to do curriculum, and if I have to be in the classroom… I finished my 
training this week as a body psych therapist. I want to work with kids, and I want them to 
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heal from trauma so they become stronger people before they become adults.    
            Each of these statements indicates that there is a discourse of disempowerment that 
represents a strong discursive pattern when the participants discuss policy and departmental 
procedure. This disempowerment turns to resentment that, from the participants’ perceptions, 
those in power are not the ones who are ideally placed to wield it. In turn, this raises a 
number of questions about the validity of departmental instructions about developing high 
expectations and would seem to strengthen the notion that high expectations must be co-
created and negotiated rather than imposed. 
  This is critical when exploring how teachers create high expectations in their 
classrooms. If there is a perception that their best efforts will be degraded and criticised if 
they are not achieving outcomes, it is reasonable to believe that their understanding of high 
expectations will be altered. This would seem to contribute to the ambiguity around high 
expectations, and why even graduates of high expectations programs have difficulty in 
explaining and enacting them in their classrooms.  
5.3 Summary of Findings 
  While ‘high expectations’ has been a part of educational rhetoric for some time, there 
is a great deal of ambiguity and variance in the way that teachers understand and implement 
them – even within the same school. Further, while there seems to be a trend in Australian 
education to blame teachers for a failure in academic outcomes, especially for schools in low 
socio-economic areas, these findings would seem to suggest that it is not the teachers that are 
deficient. Rather, there are large number of factors that impact upon the way teachers 
understand high expectations and communicate them to their students. It is inaccurate and 
potentially damaging, then, to view high expectations as an ‘absolute’, and could be a major 
contributor to the continued struggle of schools to successfully engage their students. This is 
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particularly the case for those schools that exist in low socio-economic areas, where there 
may be a perception that education is not a high priority.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter 6: Conclusions 
 
6.1 Overview 
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This research project set out to answer three questions about the discourse surrounding high 
expectations in schools. In this chapter, I offer answers to each of the research questions, and 
further raise three discussion points that arose from the data. While it is accepted and outlined 
in Chapter 3 that there are limitations of a small focus group, I will draw on the research of 
Sacks (1992) to illustrate that the opinions and judgments of a small ethnographic set 
representative of a larger community can be extrapolated to make broad statements about the 
larger social group. Finally, some conclusions are drawn about the nature of high 
expectations that may play a role in further developing the contentious and ambiguous issues 
that have traditionally framed this debate.   
6.2 Research Findings 
  6.2.1. What discourses are used to describe high expectations, and how are they 
explained and understood by informed teachers? 
  As established in Chapter 1, there is a dearth of research on the discourses 
surrounding high expectations in schools and in broader education commentary, particularly 
amongst those teachers who have undergone training in the implementation of high 
expectations in school settings. Gee (2014, p.ix) refers to discourse analysis as “The study of 
language in use… not just to say things, but to create things”. It is important, then, to gain an 
understanding of the discourses teachers use to communicate their beliefs about high 
expectations, and how they create high expectations environments for their students to work 
in. In analysing the discussions of both data sets (the interviews and the focus group,) three 
dominant discourses emerged. These were discourses of power, discourses of connection, and 
discourses of defensiveness. These discursive themes formed the basic patterns of 
understanding in the participants’ responses, and, it is reasonable to expect, govern their 
interactions with students, at least to some extent (Gee, 2014).  
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Discourses of Power 
  Discourses of power were identified as times in the discussion where the participants 
located themselves, their students, or their school community within an institutional power 
structure. For example, each participant individually, and then within the entire focus group, 
mentioned that they felt that their attempts to form high expectations with their students were 
affected in both productive and counter-productive ways by administration at both the school 
and the department level. Often, these conversations were underpinned by a sense of 
disempowerment on behalf of the participants, who generally felt that their professional lives 
would be made much easier by no involvement, or at least better informed involvement, from 
administrators outside their classroom. There were several instances of teachers saying that 
rather than being empowered and content with directives from their educational authority, 
they felt that they were wrapped up in policy that had little to no bearing on the realities of 
their classrooms. This discourse invariably led to discussions of the difficulty and complexity 
of the teaching profession, while simultaneously creating a conversation about the students in 
the schools that was trapped in a deficit understanding.  
  While there was an instance during the focus group of the participants seeing the 
value in the federally approved standards for teachers, even this example led to a 
conversation on how, while ‘guided by’ these standards, strict enforcement and adherence to 
them made the teachers want to leave the profession. The participants reflected that while 
useful guides, they needed to be locally adapted and reinterpreted to best suit the needs and 
desires of the children in their care. The specific issue around high expectations meant that 
they felt there was a constant and lingering threat that if they did not ‘fall into line’ with  the 
standards represented, critics had a ready-made weapon with which to prove they had low 
expectations of their students. In the absence of solid evidence that adherence to the standards 
produces desired academic outcomes (Zeichner & Liston, 1987) it is understandable that 
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teachers feel threatened. 
  Similarly, the teachers sometimes located them themselves as the holders and 
wielders of power over their students both in positive and negative ways. This was 
particularly evident in the focus group, but with the exception of one teacher (Tony), also a 
common theme in the interviews. This was almost always done subconsciously, and mostly 
in a way that would indicate they constructed power for the benefit of students. For example, 
the participants made comments such as “we had done all we could for him,” or “I will be 
doing this with my students next term.” There was also very little evidence that teachers 
engaged with students by sharing their own experiences and vulnerabilities, despite the SSLP 
establishing early on that this is a necessary step in building high expectations relationships. 
In any case, when conversing about high expectations the teachers almost always began by 
establishing themselves in some sort of power hierarchy.  
  The teachers’ reflections that students worked best when they had developed a 
relationship with them indicates that high expectations is a concept that must be co-created, 
and individually maintained and negotiated with individual students. This ‘equal power 
sharing’ (Spillman, 2013; Stronger Smarter, 2015) bypasses power hierarchies and 
establishes each person as a unique individual with complex needs and diverse capabilities 
that they bring to the classroom. While the rhetoric of the education department seems to 
honour this notion, this research project finds that the implementation does not match the 
policy rhetoric. It is difficult to accept that there is respect for diversity when there is such a 
prescriptive focus on standardised testing that pervades educative approaches, particularly in 
disadvantaged schools (Fogarty & Schwab, 2012). 
  Researchers such as Hytten and Warren (2003), Bishop and Berryman (2007), Davis 
and Grose (2008), or Hodson (2013) argue that this discourse of power is disabling for 
students who have been affected by continual discourses of disadvantage and deficit 
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(Gorringe et al, 2011). These are the students who may be accustomed to being oppressed by 
a system in which they wield little or no power as students, and witness their families 
wielding little to no power in wider society. When high expectations are located within these 
power structures it inevitably leads to frustration and disengagement from schooling. In 
trying to improve school outcomes it would seem more advantageous to use relationally 
based approaches such as those outlined by Sarra (2011), and Bishop and Berryman (2007) 
rather than power based ones.   
 Discourses of Connection 
  Hytten and Warren (2003, p71) define the discourse of connection as being ‘premised 
on the belief that at a fundamental level, we all share some core human experience… that 
allows us to understand and empathise with people who are different from us”. In this 
research project, the feeling of being connected to ones’ students or school was a commonly 
recurring one. In discussing high expectations, the participants often discussed the 
connections they had forged with students throughout their careers, and identified them as 
core components in their feeling satisfied within the profession. This was the case even when 
participants were discussing their frustrations with the system, with several interviews having 
instances of teachers saying that they were ‘only still in it because of the kids.’ 
    Conversations about high expectations were also highly emotional. Several 
participants, when asked about how they showed high expectations of their students, shared 
personal stories about particular students with whom they had developed close relationships. 
During the focus group, one participant (Karen), spoke about the impending graduation of 
one student who ‘drove her crazy’ when he first started, but she fully expected to ‘bawl like a 
baby’ when he finally left. When pressed about this reaction, she was clear about the amount 
of time and effort that she had invested in developing a strong relationship with the student, 
discussing both the difficult and the encouraging times they had spent together over the past 
TEACHERS’ PERCEPTIONS OF HIGH EXPECTATIONS 
 
123 
 
five years. 
  Significantly, in discussing the high expectations they developed with the students, 
academic results were rarely mentioned, with participants preferring to elucidate their 
expectations through the lens of their connections with their students. On several occasions, 
individual teachers commented that when focusing on the larger picture, the academic 
outcomes did not matter, or at the most were only one part of developing high expectations. 
This idea seemed to be contradicted in the focus group, however, in that the participants 
continually reaffirmed with each other the importance of academic success, though arguably 
in ways that were seeking to gain approval from the other participants. This may indicate a 
reluctance to publicly denounce academic outcomes as a reasonable measure for student 
performance due to a need to be perceived by peers as ‘competent.’ This attitude would seem 
to be generated and reinforced by department policy and procedure, which stresses a focus on 
academic outcomes as a key measure for success.  
  Interestingly, the participants individually all spoke about connection and the warmth 
they felt for their students and communities, despite the fact that the interview questions were 
not designed to elicit this kind of response. Each participant described teaching as a ‘calling’ 
or used other instances of language usually associated with a spiritual experience. Their 
stories then all centred on the degree of connection they felt with their students, and how they 
used this connection to develop high expectations with them. 
  One way to explain this commonality between the participants’ understandings of 
high expectations is that they are part of a distinctly humanist discourse. (Woods & Jeffrey, 
2002). Even when the methods of engaging with students are problematic, they all have in 
common the desire to engage with individuals meaningfully by making genuine human 
connections, and using this as the main measure of success, rather than subscribing to what 
Woods and Jeffrey term the ‘performativity discourse’ (p531). 
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Discourses of Defensiveness 
  A common theme, particularly in the focus group, was the participants’ sensitivity and 
desire to defend their position when questioned about high expectations. This theme arose 
generally around one question, when I questioned the participants about how academic 
performance was related to their idealistic views of what it meant to be a teacher.  
The fact that teachers grew decidedly uneasy and that the discourse around this question is 
best characterised as ‘defensiveness’ may be closely related to discourses of power, as the 
participants became particularly defensive if they perceived that there was an insinuation that 
they were not ‘capable’ or serious’ teachers. On several occasions, when engaging in 
discourse about their relational approach to education, teachers would be compelled to clarify 
that they understood and were champions of performance in all areas of schooling, and not 
just in creating relationships. In fact, on a number of occasions in the focus group this 
compulsion was so strong that it led the conversation down a different avenue altogether for a 
significant amount of time. Discourse around this was characterised by aggressive 
concurrence, resulting in a conversation that was more like a competition within the group to 
reassure each other of whom had been most compliant with high expectations as understood 
and defined by the department.  
  Individually, teachers were much less likely to become defensive about their own 
practice, although there was still a sense of unease when the conversation went down this 
particular line of questioning. Teachers commented that ‘I am into academic excellence’… 
and ‘Ultimately, that’s what we’re here to do.’ They often made sense of their beliefs by 
suggesting that while they had lofty ambitions for their students that were firmly located 
within a humanist discourse, there was a ‘reality’ of teaching that they needed to 
acknowledge and work in. This reality was posed by participants as being constructed as the 
expectations and policies of the department that were in turn reinforced and policed at the 
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school level.  
  There are a number of reasons why teachers may become defensive about their 
personal approaches to developing high expectations. One that needs to be explored is the 
possibility that the current educational climate of high stakes testing is having a detrimental 
effect on the abilities of teachers to justify their personal approaches. Such a climate has seen 
the advent of programs and approaches that claim to be ‘teacher proof’, such as Direct 
Instruction and Success For All (Pearson, 2011a). The disabling assumptions that exist 
around teachers have created a space where their approaches are subject to criticism and 
ridicule in a way that they never have been before. This can also be seen as connected to 
notions of power and disempowerment as outlined by the teachers. 
  Increasing linkages are being made between performance scores and subsequent 
success in professional careers. Despite this mindset being challenged (Gribble, 2002; 
Robinson, 2007) this has not stopped performance heavy, data driven education approaches 
being mandated by the government. The decision to ‘toe the party line’ would be incredibly 
seductive for teachers who wish to be seen as capable, are ambitious, and who see the aim of 
their job being to produce well-educated citizenry. This is not to say that these ideals and 
preferences are wrong, rather that it helps to explain why teachers who may have the same 
ideals but different approaches, may become nervous or defensive about them. In the 
international context, Woods and Jeffrey (2002) in the United Kingdom and Au (2010) in the 
United States both warn about having restrictive policies that intimidate teachers into 
outcomes-based pedagogies. By contrast, Finland, which continues to finish near the top of 
the OECD rankings (Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development, 2015) for 
performance outcomes, credits its results to teacher preparation and retention programs that 
meaningfully engage with educators on the creation on policies and educational procedure 
(Sahlburg, 2011). 
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   6.2.2 How do perceptions of high expectations vary between teachers? 
  While the methodology of this research focussed on teachers who had all undergone 
the same training in developing high expectations, there was a large disparity between how 
teachers explained their approaches, as well as some influential commonalities. As previously 
outlined, there was also a general feeling of unease, even contempt, for those educators in 
their schools who did not adopt a humanist, ‘Stronger Smarter’ approach to engaging with 
students. This is the main idea that I will interrogate in this section.  
   The Stronger Smarter Institute argues for ‘high expectations relationships for high 
expectations teachers in high expectations classrooms” (SSI, 2015), locating itself in a 
humanist paradigm (Woods & Jeffrey, 2002) in its approach to education. As one might 
expect, the participants, all graduates of this program, generally agreed that a humanist 
approach to education best described the way that ran their classroom; particularly when 
asked questions about their personal ideology. The major difference between the participants’ 
perceptions of high expectations then could be characterised as ‘humanist approaches for 
academic outcomes’ opposed to ‘humanist approaches for the sake of developing 
relationships.’  
  One participant (Mike), offered the observation that building relationships was 
essential to meet the end goals of academic success. He then shared a story of how at his 
most recent school, they had an almost full complement of senior graduating Indigenous 
students. He expressed pride in this achievement and reiterated that without building a 
relational connection to the students, this would not have been possible. There are some that 
argue (Hughes & Hughes, 2010; Pearson, 2011b; Tarver, 1998) that relationally-based 
strategies such as this may be challenging for continued success, and I address this below.  
  A commonality in their reflections was a connection to the places in which they 
worked. Each participant defined their role as an educator as being there to serve. This was 
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evident from the common usage of such terms as ‘help’, ‘better people’, and ‘pursue their 
dreams’ in response to questions about how they saw their role as educators. Their desire to 
continue to serve the communities and students of their respective localities constituted a 
strong discursive pattern when discussing high expectations. On several occasions, 
participants indicated that they came to, and worked at their specific schools because of a 
perception that the children in these localities needed strong, capable teachers.  
  What may be problematic in these interpretations is that the discourse of connection 
often went hand in hand with the perception that the children of these localities needed to 
‘fixed.’ While almost certainly well-meaning, it could be argued that framing these students 
through the lens of their ‘need’ as perceived by teachers only strengthens the idea that they 
are in need of a help that only an education system (and good teachers,) can provide. This 
would suggest that the teachers are basing their approaches in understandings of their 
students as deficient, and having low expectations of them. 
   Woods and Jeffrey (2002) argue that this attitude is the result of the rise of a ‘‘market 
structure’ for schools in order to increase their effectiveness and efficiency’. This 
interpretation of ‘education as a commodity’ (Au, 2010) necessarily dictates the way 
performance is measured, which in turn affects the way that conversations are held. In this 
way, it ignores the strengths and capabilities of the individuals in the classroom, while 
reifying power structures that locate students in the lowest position. It also ignores the good 
faith, commitment, and expertise of teachers (however naïve,) to contribute something of 
value as an educator.  
  In contrast, there was only one participant (Tony) who specifically indicated that he 
preferred methods of instruction that were inherently non-hierarchical. Tony taught at a 
school that catered almost exclusively for refugee and new Australians, and reflected that he 
felt supported by his school administration to take any approach he chose to help the students 
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learn. He acknowledged that departmental instructions and policies were still discussed and 
privileged within the school, but rather than subscribe to those institutions, he developed a 
method of placid resistance. He spoke about forming relationships with students for the sake 
of teaching them to form relationships, rather than as a ‘means to an end’ as the other 
participants viewed them. Academic performance (even when questioned directly about it), 
was a discourse that he chose not to engage in, preferring to tell stories of particularly 
powerful teaching moments, or even of when he had learned from his students. Interestingly, 
this lack of defensiveness helped to define the discourse of defensiveness, in that his 
approach was made starker by comparison to the reflections of the other participants. 
  This approach, while perhaps fitting for students at Tony’s school, lacks academic 
rigour. Opponents of this approach (Hughes & Hughes, 2010; Pearson, 2011b), characterise it 
as a ‘watered down’ curriculum that only serves to reinforce low expectations stereotypes of 
‘disadvantaged’ children. There is growing evidence, however, that those children who have 
been historically or socially disadvantaged in education, whether it be through the colonial 
gaze of oppressors of their ethnicity (Bishop & Berryman, 2007; Hodson, 2013), socio-
economic circumstance (Delpit, 1998; Sleeter, 2010), or assumptions about intelligence and 
ability (Gorringe et al, 2011), require different approaches to their learning. 
  It is evident that even when educators agree that there needs to be a relational 
approach to high expectations, the way in which they implement them can come from 
radically different and competing paradigms. It is possible that posing the approaches as 
being in opposition to each other is what is truly disabling.  
  When the participants discussed their approaches to forming high expectations for 
their students, the discourse was quickly dominated by deficit understandings of both the 
department and the school administration if there was any perception that their approach was 
not able to cater for rigorous academic outcomes for the students. Similarly, conversations 
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about teachers whose approach favoured the pursuit of academic outcomes at the expense of 
forming relationships were also marginalised. This defensiveness about their approaches 
engendering positive relational outcomes, but perhaps no academic ones may indicate that 
teachers can use relationally based pedagogy as an excuse for a lack of academic success. 
Delpit (1988) and Sleeter (2010) suggest that using relationally based approaches as a shield 
to deflect legitimate concerns about academic performance should be exposed and 
condemned, but that these approaches should also be regarded as a critical and much 
maligned piece to the educational puzzle. Considering that discussions about high 
expectations rarely included any sort of evidence that either approach was particularly 
successful in relation to the other, it could be understood that both approaches have their 
benefits. 
  Each participant reflected that the discourse of deficit, resentment, and 
disappointment that characterised these interactions has a negative effect on the morale of the 
teachers. Significantly, despite this recognition, their responses to the questions indicated that 
they also participated in it to varying degrees, thus helping to create the environment of 
negativity that they protested against.  
  Perhaps there are further lessons to learn here from the international context that can 
throw additional light on these seemingly contradictory outcomes. As well as seeking the 
expertise of teachers in writing policy and procedure, Finland also respects the expertise of 
the teachers in the classroom (Sahlburg, 2011). This means that departmental policy is widely 
interpreted as gesture – a best-practice model that works in some educational environments, 
needs to be adapted for others, and ignored completely in yet others. This helps to create ‘the 
professional autonomy that makes teaching such a highly valued career’ (Sahlburg, 2011, 
p.37).  
  The experience of the teachers in this study, in particular with regard to professional 
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autonomy, would seem to be the opposite. On several occasions they felt that their best 
attempts to create high expectations were stifled by bureaucratic ‘red tape’ that stopped them 
from interacting successfully with their students.  
      In essence, it is not important that every teacher have a shared understanding of 
high expectations. What is important is that the teachers are empowered and supported to 
create differing approaches that fit the needs and capabilities of their students and 
communities, and which maximise their own abilities as educators. 
  6.2.3. How do different teachers explain the practical implementation of these 
relationships? 
  A governing question during the genesis of this research inquired as to what high 
expectations ‘look like.’ While there has been a plethora of research on teacher expectations 
and their importance to student development (Rubie-Davies et al, 2006, 2012), and how 
teachers develop high expectations (Sarra, 2011), less clear are the actual approaches teachers 
take to develop them in the classroom. 
  The approaches that the participants took to developing high expectations in their 
classrooms generally fell into two categories: i) Supportive, equitable relationships with 
students, and ii) personalised pedagogic plans for the students.  
  Each participant reflected on the relationships they built as being a physical 
embodiment of what high expectations looked like in their classrooms. Words such as 
‘laughter,’ ‘support,’ and ‘respect’ were used in one on one interviews to describe how high 
expectations operated in their classroom, while the participants of the focus group 
commented that high expectations classrooms were places where students feel welcome and 
safe. They further noted that high expectations were common in classrooms where teachers 
made an effort to ‘get to know’ their students. When telling stories of how high expectations 
operated in their classrooms, it was very common for the participants to use endearments or 
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pet names for their students, indicating an overwhelming desire to connect with students on a 
basic level. 
  In this, we see an almost complete departure from traditional notions of ‘high 
expectations’ as a performance agenda. None of the stories that participants were asked to tell 
about how they developed high expectations in their classroom were focused on phonics, 
literacy and numeracy, or any of the other measures that are usually associated with high 
expectations. While the participants generally believed that it was important to communicate 
high expectations to the students in terms of their academic performance, this did not seem to 
be the dominant ideology.  
  In terms of personalised pedagogic choices for individual students, the participants 
stressed the importance of developing relationships and ‘knowing’ one’s students before 
imposing a culture of high expectations on them. The underlying theme pervading this 
discourse was that high expectations can be damaging and destructive to students if not 
properly negotiated and understood. Personalising education plans was a logical choice for 
the teachers in this study, and two of them also mentioned that they believed personalised 
learning was the policy of the education department. Each of them, however, felt that they 
were under enormous pressure to produce literate and numerate students that performed well 
in standardised tests such as NAPLAN. When questioned around this theme, the dominant 
reflection was that they felt betrayed and confused by this seeming contradiction in policy.  
  Interestingly, while teachers’ approaches to practically implementing high 
expectations varied to some extent from teacher to teacher, they varied to a great extent 
within individual teachers. This is an important finding that needs to be further explored in an 
attempt to understand if the obscurity of the term ‘high expectations’, even within individual 
teachers, has an effect on student learning.  
  The participants’ stories about practically implementing high expectations in their 
TEACHERS’ PERCEPTIONS OF HIGH EXPECTATIONS 
 
132 
 
classroom were incredibly varied. For example, Tony talked about laying out the 
‘expectations of a circle’ which referred to the socio-cultural relational structures that the 
SSLP uses as its basis. These structures are about engaging with each other in ways which are 
respectful and honourable. In contrast, Karen spoke about the need to constantly reassure her 
students that she would never give up on them, and to build that perception into her lessons. 
  These understandings of high expectations point to a more humanist discourse which 
is the basis of the SSLP - a relational focus on education favoured by researchers such as 
Sleeter, 2001, 2010; and Bishop and Berryman (2007) which contrasts the work on 
expectations being argued by Hattie (2012), and Jensen and Sonnemann (2014).                        
  Irene and John, however, both defined high expectations in their classroom as being 
meticulously prepared with well-developed lessons that would engage the students. They 
communicated their high expectations of their students by setting high standards for 
themselves. They then felt that they had a solid base with which to expect excellence from 
their students.  
  This is more in line with the expectations that Hattie (2012) discusses when he talks 
about ‘effect sizes’. (para. 4) There is growing evidence that there is merit to this kind of 
understanding, although the practical measures that this has led to, particularly in Australia’s 
north, remains sharply contested. (Fogarty & Schwab, 2012).      
  Rather than the seeming contradictions around high expectations, one way to look at 
this question would be to say that there are multiple approaches to practically implementing 
high expectations – even among those teachers who have shared professional learning that 
focuses on relational approaches.       
  The consensus among teachers is that high expectations always look like 
relationships, regardless of the steps that you take to form them. While high expectations may 
TEACHERS’ PERCEPTIONS OF HIGH EXPECTATIONS 
 
133 
 
be forced upon students, there is general agreement that this leads to frustration, resentment, 
disengagement with students and community, and general systemic failure. 
6.3 Contribution 
  These findings constitute an exploration of high expectations as it is understood by 
teachers at the coalface of education. It begs the question however, what we can now do with 
this information that will be useful for policy makers and education practitioners? In answer, 
I believe that the findings of this research project have broad and urgent implications for 
policy approaches in education – particularly with regard to how we frame notions of success 
and failure. In this section, I elaborate on this belief, offering three discussion points which 
may be used to stimulate further research and debate, as well as a critical reflection on the 
learning that I have taken out of the research as an Aboriginal man, educator, former 
classroom teacher, and former facilitator of the Stronger Smarter Leadership Program. 
  6.3.1 Reflection 
   As I outlined in Chapter 3, I could be regarded as an insider to this research in several 
ways. This left me in a unique position to critique and analyse perceptions of high 
expectations, as I was able to tap into my own experiences in a range of different roles that I 
have within the sphere of Indigenous education in Australia. I believe that from these vantage 
points, I can offer insights that might not otherwise have been possible.  
  Perhaps most importantly, as an Aboriginal man (and formerly an Aboriginal school 
student) I have been adversely affected by approaches to high expectations that are only 
based upon a narrow set of assumptions. I have learned that while the approaches to high 
expectations that shaped the teaching practice of my own educators strengthened me in many 
ways, in others they left me unprepared and disadvantaged. For example, I have experienced 
generally high levels of success in the world of academia and Westernised ideals of study, 
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and yet this success came by compromising and de-prioritising cultural and traditional 
knowledge. This is largely the result of the ways that the institutions I attended as a student 
constructed success and failure, and how they treated questions of expectation.  
  The findings from this study has illustrated to me how difficult it must have been for 
my teachers to find ways to engage with my Aboriginality, insomuch as they were operating 
in a field that has had concerted and numerous approaches to engaging Indigenous 
perspectives, and yet has not found useful ways of measuring the success of these 
approaches. In such an environment, it is easy to see why teachers would return to the 
consistently reinforced and measured approaches to success – standardised testing, 
performance based interventions, and Westernised notions of success. 
  As a teacher, I was struck by the sense of powerlessness that pervaded the responses 
of the participants when it came to how they action their own beliefs around high 
expectations in the classroom. There was a strong sense of resentment that they had to 
compromise how they were perceived by wider society as teachers in order to do the things 
that their experience told them would be best for the students. This is a feeling that I 
remember well from my time as an educator, and a major factor for why I left the profession. 
The teachers reflected that if the rhetoric of the department (that relationships were important 
for the development of children,) they would assign more dedicated time to the teaching of 
these relational skills, and understand that academic performance would not be a focus of the 
teachers until these relational skills were developed. It should be noted, however, that the 
participants expressed extreme scepticism that this would ever happen. Perhaps the most 
important key learning from this research is that teachers feel professionally hamstrung by 
the juggernaut of the dominant discourse, and frustrated that their expert opinions are often 
marginalised. 
  As a former facilitator of a program that focuses on high expectations from a 
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relational standpoint, I took away a number of key learnings. Chief among them was that 
practitioners interpret high expectations differently, even after an intervention program such 
as the SSLP. This is important for two reasons. Firstly, it complicates any attempt to measure 
how or if they take place, and strongly suggests that case study approaches to sharing the 
philosophy of high expectations relationships is the best way to communicate results to the 
education community and to the broader public. Conversely, the pursuit of quantitative data 
on how many participants or how many programs the SSLP has had in its lifetime is not an 
accurate measure of the influence that the program is having on education across Australia. 
  Secondly, it suggests that there may be both a temporal and a socio-cultural 
dimension to understanding high expectations. Teachers’ perceptions of what does or does 
not work in the classroom may shift over time, and depending on the school that they are 
teaching in. This means that, contrary to current approaches, non-contextualized high 
expectations are not useful for the development of students, and there is some suggestion that 
they may in fact be detrimental to this end. 
  Also, the way that the teachers navigated the two seeming dichotomies and created 
personalised approaches to developing high expectations differed from the expected 
discourse. While the teachers did confirm that there was an imbalance between performance 
based and relationally based high expectations, they felt that it was their responsibility to 
continue to pursue success from the dominant standpoint as well as to challenge that 
standpoint. This led to some excitingly innovative classroom approaches that would make for 
another interesting and informative area of study. In addition, the participant’s responses 
evoked a number of discussion points that I believe have important implications for further 
study, and yet do not readily fit into the research questions. Therefore, I will elaborate on 
these points here. 
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  6.3.2 Discussion Point 1: The seductive urge to ‘render technical’ approaches to 
the complex challenges in education, particularly those concerning Indigenous students.  
  The discourse around high expectations in this research project could be seen as an 
attempt by the teachers to effectively deal with complex and challenging issues in their 
schools. The general approach by successive governments in education, really since the 
‘Education Revolution’ of 2007, seems to be a return to the basics of education, as evidenced 
by the resourcing and funding for programs such as Direct Instruction and government 
mandated testing procedures like NAPLAN.  
  There is a consistent theme in the discourse that the teachers feel unsupported and 
generally undermined by this focus, which is supported by research both locally (Fogarty & 
Schwab, 2012), and internationally (Fogarty, Schwab & Lovell, 2015; Sleeter, 2001, 2010; 
Woods & Jeffrey, 2002). These approaches are representative of a broad movement to 
‘render technical’ (Li, 2011) complex issues in schooling that necessarily have complex 
answers. This means that the discourse around education, particularly education as it exists 
from the viewpoint of disadvantaged minority groups, is dominated by discourse around the 
need for ‘a return to basics’ or ‘obvious solutions.’ In other words, the technical aspects of 
education. 
    In the broader educational discourse, this has generally centred in a desire to improve 
attendance rates as the first step to achieving positive outcomes (Wilson, 2014). Approaches 
have then been generally punitive for parents whose children did not attend a minimum 
amount of days in school (such as a cut to welfare payments (Schwab, 2013)), rather than 
focusing on the complex question of why children were not attending school in the first place.  
  This is a dangerous path to tread, particularly when there are other options available 
to us. For example, Johnson (2012) explores ‘place-based pedagogies’ which empower and 
trust the local community and local teachers to make decisions about the content and methods 
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of children’s schooling. Johnson further argues that current approaches are failing (especially 
for Indigenous children) because large standardised testing practices cannot, by their 
definition, be designed to meet the needs of local communities (2012). Sahlburg (2011) also 
discusses the effectiveness of local learning in Finland, where “the central government has 
only limited influence on the decisions made by municipalities and schools” (p37). 
  In the Australian context, there have been models of place-based education which 
have experienced significant success. The Learning on Country program (Fogarty, Schwab & 
Lovell, 2015), showed marked improvement in both attendance outcomes and engagement 
with schooling. In this particular example, the communities and educators did not engage 
with a deficit understanding of their students and rejected punitive methods. Rather, they 
focused on what they could do in their schools to make education a more attractive prospect. 
  This may reflect a larger issue with the discourse surrounding Aboriginality in 
Australia. McCallum and Waller (2013), in discussing the portrayal of Indigenous issues in 
the media, found that there is an alarming, media led, and negative public discourse around 
issues of Indigeneity. Namely, that there is a lot of funding and effort that go into Indigenous 
issues (and education particularly,) for seemingly not a great deal of improvement. This 
stance by the mainstream media has had a huge effect on the public discourse: a fact that is 
supported by Hytten and Warren (2003), Vass (2012), and Johnson (2012), among many 
others. Public perceptions of this kind are largely fuelled by media who are commentators 
and it could be argued that they do not fully understand the contexts on which they are 
commentating (McCallum & Waller, 2013). The reality seems to be that there are few 
firsthand accounts of positive, successful Indigenous community driven approaches that 
make it into general public consumption, despite these stories existing. 
  This is not to minimise the problem. There really is a significant and worrying gap in 
outcomes for Indigenous and non-Indigenous students. (Fogarty & Schwab, 2012). There are 
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huge discrepancies in high school graduation, imprisonment, and youth suicide (Altman, 
2009). It is important to draw attention to these facts, including that it is clear that current 
approaches simply are not working. In such a context, a pervasive discourse of deficit only 
exacerbates the current undesirable situation.   
  Evidence produced in this research project supports the case for large-scale models 
based upon those of the Canadian education system (Johnson, 2012), approaches found in 
Finland, and those which have already found a foothold in the Northern Territory (Fogarty, 
2010) which empower local people to find solutions to the challenges their communities are 
experiencing in education. We need to stop seeing and discussing our Indigenous 
communities as places of disadvantage and squalor, and begin to participate in conversations 
and seek solutions that respect their self-evident strength and power. 
  6.3.3 Discussion Point 2: Professional development programs as forms of 
educational resistance, and interpreting policy as gesture.   
  The discourse of power and powerlessness that infuses discussions of high 
expectations would seem to indicate that there are arguments to be made for the 
empowerment and resourcing of teachers in more meaningful ways. In Australia, there is 
rhetoric in departmental policy that indicates teachers should be sensitive and responsive to 
the needs and interests of their students (Australian Institute for Teaching and School 
Leadership, 2016). This requirement is reflected in policy documents, conversations, and 
speeches from education officials, and yet, as I outlined earlier, the rhetoric of the department 
does not match the reality of their practice, with the policy approaches of recent times more 
interested in outcomes and results than effective teaching and learning.  
 Primary among the reasons for the participants’ discontent was the feeling that they 
were bound and intimidated by education department policy. There is evidence that the 
pedagogic approaches that yield the best results are the ones where teachers are free to 
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interpret the policy of their education departments as gesture – a best effort to present general 
policies, with the understanding that they will need to be adapted by professionals to better 
suit their school contexts. For example, the Learning on Country program and Te 
Kotahitanga (See detailed observations in Chapter 2.) 
   Programs such as these represent what can happen when there is space created for 
innovation and locally customised initiatives to meet complex challenges in education by 
truly knowing students and community, which is outlined as a key indicator of a successful 
teacher in the Australian Standards for Teachers (Australian Institute for Teaching and 
School Leadership, 2016). We can see that while programs such as these produce exceptional 
results in terms of attendance and engagement, because they consciously reject a prescriptive 
and all-encompassing focus on literacy and numeracy, they are not the programs that are 
receiving widespread support or recognition. This research strongly argues, and it is widely 
supported (Delpit, 1988, Gorringe et al, 2011; Sleeter, 2010; Vass, 2012) that when the 
discourse around education is dominated by programs and commentators that place students 
and schools (particularly ones with high Indigenous or disadvantaged populations,) within a 
frame of deficiency and negativity – and constantly measure results in only a very small set 
of ethnocentric competencies, systemic failure is bound to follow.   
  Particularly problematic is the insidious and lasting effect that this deficit discourse 
has on the education conversation ‘cycle’, this being the way that education is constructed by 
the media, influences public and government policy debate, which then informs the media 
(McCallum & Waller, 2013). Demanding high performance from students and demonising 
schools and teachers who do not produce particular kinds of results is a simplistic response 
that ignores a range of real complexities that can impact upon student learning. Perhaps more 
importantly, it is also a social example of a self-fulfilling prophecy (Rubie-Davies, 2006) in 
that if students and teachers are constantly saturated in negative portrayals and information 
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about their school and community, they will learn to meet these low expectations. This 
phenomenon is well documented in research (Riley & Ungerlieder, 2012; Rubie-Davies, 
2006; Vass, 2012). In this way, using high expectations as a weapon to threaten or criticize 
teachers is not only disrespectful and alienating, but also contributes to the poor educational 
outcomes that policy is trying to ameliorate. This research indicates that the best response is 
to shift the conversation away from outcomes and measures and begin to focus on what is 
truly strong and working well in ‘disadvantaged’ schools and communities, and to promote 
and celebrate programs that are having success in diverse ways and from a wide range of 
perspectives. Trying to simplify complex issues, and create technical responses to them may 
be doing far more harm than good (Vass, 2012).       
  6.3.4 Discussion Point 3: The complex challenge of high expectations is best met 
by focusing first on the culture of schools and departments, rather than developing a 
strategy to address it. 
  I was privileged to have a conversation with a highly regarded and vastly experienced 
principal who is facing similar challenges to the study participants in his own school in the 
Northern Territory. When I asked him about his perceived response to Stronger Smarter by 
community schools in the NT, his response was interesting.  
“That seems like ‘big noting’ to us. We don’t care about strong and smart. We want our kids 
to be humble and wise.” Leon White  
  The teachers in this study indicated the incredibly complex nature of high 
expectations, and more importantly, the potential for student disengagement and frustration if 
such expectations were not first carefully negotiated and understood. Leon’s reflection is 
representative of many responses to the SSLP, which may suffer from the perception that 
their approach is designed to come in and ‘fix’ struggling schools or communities, with no 
consultation or engagement. This is not the approach Stronger Smarter claims to take, 
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however. Rather than present a program that teachers, parents, and schools can implement in 
a holistic way to achieve positive results, SSLP introduces processes and strategies that are 
designed to build upon the strengths and capabilities that already exist in the community 
(Stronger Smarter Institute, 2016a). In this way, SSLP can be viewed as a professional 
development program that focuses first on renewing or revitalising positive school cultures, 
while resisting the urge to strategize or create detailed structures or plans. This focus is 
consistent with the work of both Snowden (2002) and Stacey (2003) who argue that the 
creation of strong organisational cultures become more and more important with the 
increasing complex nature of the challenges the organisations need to meet. 
  The question then, is how do we renew or reinvigorate school cultures in a 
meaningful way before we take on these additional complex challenges? There are a number 
of processes designed to engage organisations, and schools in particular, with this particular 
problem. 
  One such process is called Engoori (Gorringe & Spillman, 2008), which comes from 
the Mithaka people of the Tjimpa clan in far south-western Queensland, and utilizes aspects 
of Schein’s theories around culture (1992), as well as Snowden (2002) and Stacey’s (2003) 
work around complexity. It is a strengths-based, phased process for cultural renewal and 
forms an essential part of the SSLP. By using processes like Engoori, the teachers are able to 
create classrooms where ‘good and honourable relating’ is embedded in the practices and 
behaviours of the classroom. Engoori has proven to have a significant impact upon teachers’ 
ability to work with students in ways that engage them in the learning, and honour their 
humanity (Gorringe & Spillman, 2008).  
  Focusing on culture, or critical questions of ‘how we want to be together’ (Schein, 
1992), would appear to be low on the priority list for many organisations when we are faced 
with complex and persistent challenges. There is a perceived pressure to achieve results as 
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soon as possible, and coupled with this, a perception that having conversations is not actively 
working towards a solution.  
  When viewed through the lens of high expectations, there is a seductive temptation to 
assume that this is a simple concept that can be worked towards, followed by strategies to 
achieve outcomes. This research indicates that this is a problematic and potentially 
destructive approach, however. The participants shared stories of how the ‘high expectations’ 
placed on them made them want to leave teaching. They further reflected that ‘high 
expectations’ rhetoric can contribute to students disengaging with schooling. Yet, there is 
also evidence that high expectations, when co-created with students, teachers, schools, and 
families, is a powerful force for meeting those same challenges (Sarra, 2011). The research 
indicates that the key is in the co-creation. In this way, the relationships are meaningful, and 
everyone is accountable to each other. I contend that this is the only way to build truly 
sustainable approaches to complex challenges like the ones outlined by the participants in this 
study.   
6.4 Conclusions 
  This research supports the conclusion that high expectations need to be explored, co-
created and shaped by all key stakeholders in order to be truly meaningful, and indeed, non-
destructive. Wide and diverse understandings of high expectations, and the discourses that 
shape them, must be engaged with when developing policy approaches to working with 
schools and communities. 
  This research also supports the argument that a lot of time and resources are wasted 
bickering over competing paradigms and policy approaches when there are multiple valid and 
useful perspectives that can actually work successfully in concert with each other. This idea 
of a dichotomy needs to be challenged if we are ever to gain true insight into such an 
amorphous concept as high expectations.   
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  This research project has been through many adjustments and changes over the time 
that I have been reading and writing about it, and so have I. The research questions represent 
my best attempt to engage with this material in a particular time and place, and themselves 
went through many cancellations and revisions. As such, and in honouring the Indigenous 
perspectives that this research is built on (Rigney, 1999), I wish to reinforce that this is but a 
snapshot in time, subject to the fallibilities and inconsistencies of a human being trying to 
make sense out of a complex issue. 
  In Chapter 1 I outlined the research problem as I see it, and offered some research 
questions with which to gain a better understanding of high expectations. I also explained the 
way high expectations are constructed from different paradigms, and how they are 
constructed among proponents of relationally based education approaches such as social 
justice and culturally responsive pedagogy. 
  In Chapter 2 I provided an in depth review of the literature pertaining to high 
expectations from both local and international perspectives, identifying the key tension 
between performance based high expectations and relationship based high expectations. I 
discussed the deficit paradigm that largely controls and shapes conversations about 
disadvantaged students and suggest there is a well-documented and widely agreed upon risk 
of low expectations in schools. I then discussed how high expectations are understood and 
implemented by a range of different researchers. I examined other high expectations theories 
such as those offered by Rubie-Davies et al (2012) Sleeter (2001; 2010), and Bishop and 
Berryman (2007). I then organised this information into subsections which are relevant to the 
study, allowing for targeted investigation into particular aspects of high expectations.  
  In Chapter 3 I articulated the research design for the project and elucidated the 
methodological choices I made with regard to data collection and analysis. Primarily, I 
discussed thematic analysis (Braun et al, 2014), and justify this as a useful approach with 
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which to analyse and interpret the data from each of the research instruments. Additionally, I 
draw upon the research of Rigney (1999) and Nakata (2001) to locate myself as an 
Indigenous person conducting research that largely (but not specifically,) concerns outcomes 
for Indigenous people. As a former employee of SSI, I also meditated upon the benefits and 
limitations that ‘insider research’ (Brannick & Coghlan, 2007) provides for this study.  
  In Chapter 4, I provided an analysis of the individual, one on one interviews that were 
conducted with the six participants of the research project. I discuss the emergent themes 
with reference to the literature outlined Chapter 2.  
  Chapter 5 offered a ‘deep dive’ into how high expectations work in the context of a 
single school, using data collected from a focus group consisting of members of the same 
school. The data from this focus group is analysed and presented in the form of four common 
themes, which I discuss and analyse at length. 
  Finally, Chapter 6 consists of my final discussion and thoughts on the research 
project, together with answers to the research questions and three key discussion points that 
seem to have emerged from the project. I offered my conclusions on the research, and 
suggested possible paths for further study.  
  The research evidence and analysis present us with some answers which help to 
explore the nature of high expectations, which in turn raise many more. If a key finding of 
this research is that high expectations must be co-created to be meaningful, then more 
research needs to be conducted into how we can better support our schools and communities 
to co-create high expectations with their students and communities. If there is such a broad 
range of ways teachers perceive high expectations, and also a great diversity in the way they 
practically implement high expectations among a very small focus group that have all been 
through the same training, we need to ask the question of whether ‘high expectations’ as a 
concept is meaningless outside of the context in which they are created. 
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  The discourses of power, connection, and defensiveness that characterise the ways 
teachers discuss high expectations present a number of interesting areas for further inquiry. 
Arguably, the positive connotations surrounding the concept of high expectations can be used 
to establish people in power structures that are decidedly negative in their construction. 
Defensiveness suggests that some teachers feel compelled to stand their ground on 
interpretations of high expectations, which in turn suggests a kind of ‘battlefield mentality’ 
between competing discourses.  
   Ultimately, this research strongly suggests that high expectations can only 
create positive, lasting change in schools when they are inseparably linked to relationship 
building. It further demonstrates that far from supporting this approach, teachers feel current 
educational policy places them in a situation where the relationships they build are the least 
important aspects of education, as long as they are achieving strong academic outcomes and 
argues that this has led to the kind of pedagogic approaches that leaves teachers feeling 
disempowered and disengaged with their jobs, and lowers morale.    
  I conclude this thesis by reasserting my belief that we need to develop and engage 
with multiple perspectives in order to meet the complex challenges in education, and that we 
can never limit ourselves by assuming that Indigenous approaches exist solely for the benefit 
of Indigenous children. There is a role for the ancient wisdom of the world’s oldest people in 
establishing education systems that have high expectations for all students; created 
meaningfully, collaboratively, and with the best ideals in mind for the potential of education 
to provide emancipatory opportunity. I write this in the hope for a future where my children 
can go to school feeling like their experiences, perspectives, opinions, and cultures will not 
only be tolerated or paternalistically studied, but truly understood and appreciated for the 
value that they can add to the classroom. One where an old ex-teacher will one day take a 
copy of Steinbeck off the shelf, remember a child whose first book was a ‘masterpiece of 
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modern literature’, and smile.  
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